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INTRODUCTION

NADINE GORDIMER once wrote, or said, that she tried to
write posthumously. She did not mean that she wanted to
speak from beyond the grave (a common enough
authorial fantasy), but that she aimed to communicate as
if she were already dead. Never mind that that ambition
is axiomatically impossible of achievement, and never
mind that it sounds at once rather modest and rather
egotistic, to say nothing of rather gaunt. When I read it I
still thought: Gosh. To write as if editors, publishers,
colleagues, peers, friends, relatives, factions, reviewers,
and consumers need not be consulted; to write as if
supply and demand, time and place, were nugatory.
What a just attainment that would be, and what a pristine
observance of the much-corrupted pact between writer
and reader.

The essays, articles, reviews, and columns that comprise
Prepared for the Worst do not meet, or approach, the
exacting Gordimer standard in any respect. In fact, so far
from addressing people posthumously, I feel rather that
I’m standing over my collection like an anxious parent.
Friends and even acquaintances tend naturally to praise
my little son, at least to my face, and I’ve become used
to inserting the descant of allowances for myself: you’ve
got to realize that he’s a bit spoiled; he’s keener to talk
than he is on what he’s saying; he’s a bit lacking in
concentration; and so on. Still, the teacher did say just
the other day that he was very inquiring and showed
distinct promise. Sympathetic, encouraging nods all
around.
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You don’t get that kind of indulgence for your prose.
Hopeless, then, to seek to justify the ensuing. Yes, the
piece on Reagan’s mendacity was written to the tune of
an emollient week in the national press; yes, the review
of Brideshead was composed in response to a TV
travesty then in vogue; yes, the report from Beirut
understates the horror (didn’t

everybody?). But then, might it not be said that the
Polish article has a dash of prescience? The Paul Scott
essay perhaps a hint of perspective? Forget it. Never
explain; never apologize. You can either write
posthumously or you can’t.

Fortunately, Ms. Gordimer does set another example that
a mortal may try to follow. She combines an irreducible
radicalism with a certain streak of humor, skepticism,
and detachment. She is also a determined
internationalist. My choice among her novels would be 4
Guest of Honor, wherein the central character sees his
beloved revolution besmirched and yet does not feel
tempted—entitled might be a better word—to ditch his
principles. The whole is narrated with an exceptional
clarity of eye, ear, and brain, and there is no sparing of
“progressive” illusions. The result is oddly confirming;
you end by feeling that the attachment to principle was
right the first time and cannot be, as it were,
retrospectively abolished by the calamitous cynicism that
only idealists have the power to unleash.

Most of the articles and essays in this book were written
in a period of calamitous cynicism that was actually
inaugurated by calamitous cynics. It was—I’m using the
past tense in a hopeful, nonposthumous manner—a time
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of political and cultural conservatism. There was a
ghastly relief and relish in the way in which
inhibition—against allegedly confining and liberal
prejudices—was cast off. In the United States, this
saturnalia took the form of an abysmal chauvinism,
financed by MasterCard and celebrating a debased kind
of hedonism. In Britain, where there were a few
obeisances to the idea of sacrifice and the postponement
of gratification, it took the more traditional form of
restoring vital “incentives” to those who had for so long
lived precariously off the fat of the land. In both
instances, the resulting vulgarity and spleen were
sufficiently gross to attract worried comment from the
keepers of consensus.

Now, I have always wanted to agree with Lady
Bracknell that there is no earthly use for the upper and
lower classes unless they set each other a good example.
But I shouldn’t pretend that the consensus itself was any
of my concern. It was absurd and slightly despicable, in
the first decade of Thatcher and Reagan, to hear former
and actual radicals intone piously against “the politics of
confrontation.” I suppose that, if this collection

has a point, it is the desire of one individual to see the
idea of confrontation kept alive.

Periclean Greeks employed the term idiotis, without any
connotation of stupidity or subnormality, to mean simply
“a person indifferent to public affairs.” Obviously, there
is something wanting in the apolitical personality. But
we have also come to suspect the idiocy of
politicization—of the professional pol and power broker.
The two idiocies make a perfect match, with the apathy
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of the first permitting the depredations of the second. I
have tried to write about politics in an allusive manner
that draws upon other interests and to approach literature
and criticism without ignoring the political dimension.
Even if I have failed in this synthesis, I have found the
attempt worth making.

Call no man lucky until he is dead, but there have been
moments of rare satisfaction in the often random and
fragmented life of the radical freelance scribbler. I have
lived to see Ronald Reagan called “a useful idiot for
Kremlin propaganda” by his former idolators; to see the
General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union regarded with fear and suspicion by the
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (which blacked out
an interview with Milo§ Forman broadcast live on
Moscow TV); to see Mao Zedong relegated like a despot
of antiquity. I have also had the extraordinary pleasure of
revisiting countries—Greece, Spain, Zimbabwe, and
others—that were dictatorships or colonies when first I
saw them. Other mini-Reichs have melted like dew,
often bringing exiled and imprisoned friends blinking
modestly and honorably into the glare. Eppur si
muove—it still moves, all right.

Religions and states and classes and tribes and nations
do not have to work or argue for their adherents and
subjects. They more or less inherit them. Against this
unearned patrimony there have always been speakers
and writers who embody Einstein’s injunction to
“remember your humanity and forget the rest.” It would
be immodest to claim membership in this fraternity/
sorority, but I hope not to have done anything to outrage
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it. Despite the idiotic sneer that such principles are
“fashionable,” it is always the ideas of secularism,
libertarianism, internationalism, and solidarity that stand
in need of reaffirmation.
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GOOD AND BAD
THOMAS PAINE
The Actuarial Radical

“GOD SAVE great Thomas Paine,” wrote the seditious
rhymester Joseph Mather at the time:

His “Rights of Man” explain To every soul
He makes the blind to see

What dupes and slaves they be

And points out liberty From pole to pole.

As befits an anthem to the greatest Englishman and the
finest American, this may be rendered to the tune of
“God Save the King” or “My Country Tis of Thee.” The
effect is intentionally blasphemous and unintentionally
amiss. Napoleon Bonaparte, when he called upon Paine
in the fall of 1797, proposed that “a statue of gold should
be erected to you in every city in the universe.” He fell
just as wide of the mark in his praise as Mather had in
his parody. Thomas Paine was never a likely subject for
a cult of personality. He still has no real memorial in
either the country of his birth or the land of his adoption.
I used to think this was unfair, but it now seems to me at
least apposite.

How right Paine was to call his most famous pamphlet
Common Sense. Everything he wrote was plain, obvious,
and within the mental compass of the average. In that lay
his genius. And, harnessed to his courage (which was
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exceptional) and his pen (which was at any rate out of
the common), this faculty of the ordinary made him
outstanding. As with Locke and the “Glorious
Revolution” of 1688, Paine advocated a revolution
which had, in many important senses, already taken
place. All the ripening and incubation had occurred; the
enemy was in plain view. But there are always

some things that sophisticated people just won’t see.
Paine—for once the old analogy has force—did know an
unclad monarch when he saw one. He taught
Washington and Franklin to dare think of separation.

The symbolic end of that separation was the handover of
America by General Cornwallis at Yorktown. As he
passed the keys of a continent to the stout burghers, a
band played “The World Turned Upside Down.” This
old air originated in the Cromwellian revolution. It
reminds us that there are times when it is conservative to
be a revolutionary, when the world must be turned on its
head in order to be stood on its feet. The late eighteenth
century was such a time.

“The time hath found us,” Paine urged the colonists. It
was a time to contrast kingship to sound government,
religion to godliness, and tradition to—common sense.
Merely by stating the obvious and sticking to it, Paine
had a vast influence on the affairs of America, France,
and England. Many critics and reviewers have
understated the thoroughness of Paine’s commitment,
representing him instead as a kind of Che Guevara of the
bourgeois revolution. Madame Roland found him “more
fit, as it were, to scatter the kindling sparks than to lay
the foundation or prepare the formation of a government.
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Paine is better at lighting the way for revolution than
drafting a constitution ... or the day-to-day work of a
legislator.” And in her 1951 essay “Where Paine Went
Wrong,” Cecilia Kenyon wrote rather coolly:

Had the French Revolution been the beginning of a
general European overthrow of monarchy, Paine
would almost certainly have advanced from country to
country as each one rose against its own particular
tyrant. He would have written a world series of Crisis
papers and died an international hero, happy and
universally honored. His was a compellingly simple
faith, an eloquent call to action and to sacrifice. In
times of crisis men will listen to a great exhorter, and
in that capacity Paine served America well.

This is to forget that Paine went to France as an official
American envoy, not as an exporter of revolution. It also
overlooks Paine the committee man and researcher,
Paine the designer of innovative iron bridges and the
secretary of conventions. The bulk of part 2 of The
Rights of Man is taken up with a carefully costed plan
for a welfare state, the precepts and detail of which
would not have disgraced the Webbs, for example:

Having thus ascertained the probable proportion of the
number of aged persons, I proceed to the mode of
rendering their condition comfortable, which is.

To pay to every such person of the age of fifty years, and

until he shall arrive at the age of sixty, the sum of six
pounds per ann. out of the surplus taxes; and ten pounds
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per ann. during life after the age of sixty. The expense of
which will be,

Seventy thousand 420,000
persons at £6 per ann.

Seventy thousand ditto 700,000
at £10 per ann. £1,120,000

This decidedly pedestrian scheme was dedicated to the
equestrian Marquis de Lafayette—a man who more
closely resembled the beau ideal of Madame Roland’s
freelance incendiary.

Paine was even able to rebuke his greatest antagonist for
his lack of attention to formality:

Had Mr. Burke possessed talents similar to the author
of “On the Wealth of Nations,” he would have
comprehended all the parts which enter into and, by
assemblage, form a constitution. He would have
reasoned from minutiae to magnitude. It is not from
his prejudices only, but from the disorderly cast of his
genius, that he is unfitted for the subject he writes
upon.

This argument from Adam Smith is not the style of a
footloose firebrand.

Che Guevara, who was bored to tears at the National
Bank of Cuba, once spoke of his need to feel
Rocinante’s ribs creaking between his thighs. If Paine
ever felt the same, then he stolidly concealed the fact. A
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large part of his revolutionary contribution consisted of
using the skills he gained as an exciseman. “The
bourgeoisie will come to rue my carbuncles,” said Marx
on

quitting the British Museum. The feudal and monarchic
predecessors of the bourgeoisie actually did come to
regret teaching Paine to count and to read and to reckon,
even to the paltry standard required of a coastal officer.

You may see the doggedness (and, sometimes, the
accountancy) of Paine in numerous passages—almost as
if he were determined to justify Burke’s affected
contempt for “the sophist and the calculator.” The prime
instances are the wrangle over slavery and the
Declaration of Independence, and the negotiation over
the Louisiana Purchase. Both involved a correspondence
with Thomas Jefferson, which has, unlike much of
Paine’s writing, survived the bonfire made of his papers
and memoirs.

Jefferson withdrew a crucial paragraph from the
Declaration, consequent upon strenuous objection from
Georgia and South Carolina. In its bill of indictment of
the king, it had read:

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself,
violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in
the persons of a distant people who never offended
him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in
another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in
their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the
opprobrium of INFIDEL powers, is the warfare of the
CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain. Determined to
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keep open a market where MEN should be bought and
sold, he has prostituted his negative for suppressing
every legislative attempt to prohibit or restrain this
execrable commerce. And that this assemblage of
horrors might want no feet of distinguished dye, he is
now exciting those very people to rise in arms among
us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has
deprived them by murdering the people on whom he
has obtruded them, thus paying off former crimes
committed against the LIBERTIES of one people with
crimes which he urges them to commit against the
LIVES of another.

In his earlier pamphlet against slavery, Paine had
written:

These inoffensive people are brought into slavery, by
stealing them, tempting kings to sell subjects, which they
can have no right to do, and

hiring one tribe to war against another, in order to catch

prisoners ... an hight of outrage that seems left by
Heathen nations to be practised by pretended
Christians... . That barbarous and hellish power which

has stirred up the Indians and Negroes to destroy us; the
cruelty hath a double guilt—it is dealing brutally by us
and treacherously by them.

Either Paine actually wrote the vanquished paragraph or,
as William Cobbett said of the Declaration itself, he was
morally its author. His biographer Moncure Conway,
who fairly tends to find the benefit of any doubt,
comments on the excision and summons an almost
Homeric scorn to say:
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Thus did Paine try to lay at the corner the stone which
the builders rejected, and which afterwards ground
their descendants to powder.

Conway and Paine both half-believed that
revolutionaries make good reformists, a belief obscured
by the grandeur of Conway’s phrasing.

Anyway, Paine was not always to be Cassandra. As
elected clerk to the Pennsylvania Assembly, he labored
hard on the preamble to the act which abolished slavery
in that state. He is generally, but not certainly, credited
with its authorship. At any rate, his clerkly efforts gave
him the satisfaction of seeing the act become law on
March 1, 1780, as the first proclamation of emancipation
on the continent.*

More than two decades later, on Christmas Day, 1802,
Paine wrote to Jefferson with a well-crafted suggestion
of another kind.

Spain has ceded Louisiana to France, and France has
excluded the Americans from N. Orleans and the
navigation of the Mississippi: the people of the
Western Territory have complained of it to their
Government, and the government is of consequence
involved and

interested in the affair. The question then is—what is
the best step to be taken?

The one is to begin by memorial and remonstrance
against an infraction of a right. The other is by
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accommodation, still keeping the right in view, but not
making it a groundwork.

Suppose then the Government begin by making a
proposal to France to repurchase the cession, made to her
by Spain, of Louisiana, provided it be with the consent
of the people of Louisiana or a majority thereof... .

The French treasury is not only empty, but the
Government has consumed by anticipation a great part of
the next year’s revenue. A monied proposal will, /
believe, be attended to; if it should, the claims upon
France can be stipulated as part of the payments, and that
sum can be paid here to the claimants.

I congratulate you on the birthday of the New Sun, now
called Christmas day; and I make you a present of a
thought on Louisiana.

This is not exactly visionary (the only revolutionary bit
is in the valediction), but it is very good actuarial
radicalism. Paine did not foresee the imperial delusions
harbored by Bonaparte—it has to be admitted that Burke
was more prescient on that point—but five years after
the Corsican had offered him a statue of gold, he was
still able to take a more solid bargain off him.

Paine was schooled in the rational, down-to-earth style
of the English artisan’s debating club. His earliest
pamphlet was a technical treatise on the folly of the
Crown in underpaying the excisemen. His fellow
workers in his second trade, that of corset making, were
no less steeped in the fundamentals. He never forgot to
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consider the material substratum that is necessary for
happiness or even for existence.

The Puritan revolutionaries influenced Paine also. In
preaching to the men and women of no property, he was
always contrasting man as made by God to mankind as
reduced by priestcraft and monarchy. The echoes of the
Diggers and Levelers, and of Milton’s “good old cause,”
are everywhere to be found in his prose. And, though he
repudiated the suggestion

with some heat, it’s very plain that he must have read the
second Treatise on Civil Government by John Locke.
Paine was a borrower and synthesizer, not an originator.

Paine’s arguments about natural right and human liberty
followed the tiresome fashion of the time in claiming
descent from Genesis. Here again, he put himself in debt
to Locke and to the long English Puritan tradition of
asking, “When Adam delved and Eve span, who was
then the gentleman?” He was somewhat wittier and
pithier than Locke, but he did continue to take the
arguments of the “Church and King” faction at face
value in making his case:

For as in Adam all sinned, and as in the first electors
all men obeyed; as in the one all mankind were
subjected to Satan, and in the other to sovereignty; as
our innocence was lost in the first, and our authority in
the last; and as both disable us from reassuming some
former state and privilege, it unanswerably follows
that original sin and hereditary succession are
parallels. Dishonorable rank! Inglorious connection!
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Staying in Locke’s footsteps, Paine also ridiculed the
Normans, whose conquest of Britain was the fount of
kingly authority. In fact, this essentially populist ridicule
provided the occasion for a wonderful story about
Benjamin Franklin, who, while envoy at Paris, received
an offer from a man

stating, first, that as the Americans had dismissed or
sent away their King, that they would want another.
Secondly, that himself was a Norman. Thirdly, that he
was of a more ancient family than the Dukes of
Normandy, and of a more honourable descent, his line
never having been bastardised. Fourthly, that there
was already a precedent in England, of kings coming
out of Normandy: and on these grounds he rested his
offer, enjoining that the Doctor would forward it to
America.

Franklin didn’t forward the letter.

Paine was most emphatically a moralist. His stress was
always upon condition, not upon class. Still, his best
writing and his finer episodes are

improvisations upon the moment. His most brilliant are
of course the exhortations to Washington’s army and the
splendid rebuff to Admiral Lord Richard Howe (“In
point of generalship you have been outwitted, and in
point of fortitude, outdone”). His least impressive are the
entreaties to the French to spare their king from the
knife. It is to Paine’s credit that he urged
clemency—having once written so dryly of Burke’s
concern for the plumage rather than the bird—and that
he took a frightful personal risk to do so. One is tempted
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to find in him the figure of a humane moderate, who
wanted to temper the French Revolution just as he had
itched to spur the American one. John Diggins actually
tries this line in Up from Communism, where he
characterizes Paine as “another fellow-traveller whose
revolutionary idealism had drowned in the Jacobin
terrors of the Eighteenth Century.” But it won’t do. For
one thing, if Paine was a fellow traveler with anyone, it
was with the Girondins. For another, it was all up with
the French king, just as it had been all up with the
English one. The French had had more to endure than
the American colonists and could not put the Atlantic
between themselves and those who wished for revenge
or reconquest. Paine, for all his scruple and decency, was
out of his depth in trying to brake the pace of events.
Mather put it well in another of his poems, “The File-
Hewer’s Lamentation”:

An hanging day is wanted;

Was it by justice granted,

Poor men distressed and daunted
Would then have cause to sing:
To see in active motion

Rich knaves in full proportion
For their unjust extortion

And vile offences, swing.

Even so, Paine did not sicken of revolution as a result of
his rough handling by the Committee of Public Safety.
To the end of his days, which were shortened by the
experience, he proudly pointed out that “the principles of
America opened the Bastille.” He never diluted any of
his convictions,
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regretting, rather, the slackening of respect for the ideals
of the Revolution and insisting, for example, that the
Louisiana Purchase should be conditional upon
emancipation.

PAINE PASSED his last years fending off the jibes of the
Federalists and the taunts of the religious. As Carl Van
Doren says, he could have survived The Rights of Man if
he had not written The Age of Reason. But the pious
were (and are) too crass to see how devotional a book
The Age of Reason really is. The cry of “filthy little
atheist,” directed at Paine at the time and resurrected by
Theodore Roosevelt on a later occasion, reflects only
ignorance. Paine was no more an atheist than Luther
(another conservative revolutionary) or Milton
(likewise). He was as biblical and sound as any “plain,
russetcoated captain” in Cromwell’s New Model Army.
But even at the close, with clerics gathering around his
sickbed in hopes of a recantation, Paine roused himself
to make such distinction as he could between faith and
superstition, Addressing the reverend gentlemen who
had squabbled over the corpse of Alexander Hamilton,
he wrote to a clergyman named Mason:

Between you and your rival in communion
ceremonies, Dr Moore of the Episcopal church, you
have, in order to make yourselves appear of some
importance, reduced General Hamilton’s character to
that of a feeble-minded man, who in going out of the
world wanted a passport from a priest. Which of you
was first applied to for this purpose is a matter of no
consequence. The man, sir, who puts his trust and
confidence in God, that leads a just and moral life, and
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endeavors to do good, does not trouble himself about
priests when his hour of departure comes, nor permit
priests to trouble themselves about him.

He remained staunch to his last hour, drawing down a
hail of petty abuse and innuendo. The godly did not even
refrain from insinuating that Paine was in thrall to the
brandy bottle, as if it had been this that sustained him
through war, revolution, poverty, incarceration, and the
calumny and ingratitude of the American Establishment.

His courage was by no means Dutch and was worthy of
a better cause than theism. It required bravery as well as
common sense to give the ambitious objective “United
States of America” to the enterprise of the thirteen
colonies (Paine was the first to employ the name). It
required something more than prescience to say plainly,
in The Rights of Man, that Spanish America would one
day be free. And sometimes Paine’s apercus give an
awful thrill:

That there are men in all countries who get their living
by war, and by keeping up the quarrels of Nations, is
as shocking as it is true; but when those who are
concerned in the government of a country, make it
their study to sow discord, and cultivate prejudices
between Nations, it becomes the more unpardonable.

Paine belongs to that stream of oratory, pamphleteering,
and prose that runs through Milton, Bunyan, Burns, and
Blake, and which nourished what the common folk liked
to call the liberty tree. This stream, as charted by E. P.
Thompson and others, often flows underground for long
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periods. In England, it disappeared for a considerable
time. When Paine wrote that to have had a share in two
revolutions was to have lived to some purpose, he meant
France and America, and not the narrow, impoverished
island that he had last fled (on a warning from William
Blake) with Pitt’s secret police on his tail.

But when the Chartists raised their banner decades later
and put an end at some remove to the regime of Pitt and
Wellington, it was Paine’s banned and despised
pamphlets that they flourished. Burns’s “For a’ That, and
a’ That” has been convincingly shown, in its key verses,
to be based upon a passage in The Rights of Man.

Marx does not seem to have heard of him, though there
is in The Rights of Man a sentence that pleasingly
anticipates the opening of The Eighteenth Brumaire:

Man cannot, properly speaking, make circumstances
for his purpose, but he always has it in his power to
improve them when they occur; and this was the case
in France.

And, not long ago, I came across the following:

Let it not be understood that I have the slightest
feeling against Henry of Prussia; it is the prince I have
no use for. Personally, he may be a good fellow, and I
am inclined to believe that he is, and if he were in any
trouble and I had it in my power to help he would find
in me a friend. The amputation of his title would
relieve him of his royal affliction and elevate him to
the dignity of a man.
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That was Eugene Debs, giving a hard time to the fawners
of New York high society in 1907. To say that Debs
could not have written in this manner without the
influence of Paine is not to diminish Debs, who
acknowledged his debt. Traces of the same lineage can
be found in the work of Ralph Ingersoll and (a guess) in
the finer scorn of Mark Twain and H. L. Mencken. Can
it be coincidence that the founding magazine of the
NAACP was called The Crisis? When Earl Browder
spoke  of communism as  “Twentieth-century
Americanism,” and when Dos Passos used Paine to
counterpose American democracy to communism, they
were both straining, to rather less effect, to pay the same
compliment.

Yeats used to speak of a “book of the people,” in which
popular yearning was inscribed and wherein popular
memories of triumph over tyranny and mumbo jumbo
were recorded. Tom Paine wrote a luminous page of that
book. But, just as he was only a revolutionary by the
debased standards of his time, he can only be
commemorated as one by contrast to the reactionary
temper of our own.

(Grand Street, Autumn 1987)

*In his Reflections of a Neoconservative, Irving Kristol
presses anachronism into the service of chauvinism:
“Tom Paine, an English radical who never really
understood America, is especially worth ignoring.”
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THE CHARMER

PERHAPS YOU might suggest a time when I could reach
Mr. Farrakhan by telephone ...?

“Try on Monday.”
“Certainly, thank you. Oh—isn’t that Columbus Day?”
“Not for us it isn’t.”

Thus the abortion of one of my several approaches to the
office of the Final Call in Chicago. I had just been to
hear Louis Farrakhan speak at Madison Square Garden
on October 7, 1985. Prior to that evening, I had seen
only two attention-getting public speeches delivered in
the flesh, as it were. One was Edward Kennedy’s
unctuous address to the Democrats in Philadelphia in
June 1982, the other was Mario Cuomo’s crowd-pleasing
convention “keynote” in San Francisco two years later.
Both of these featured invocations of Ellis Island, brave
immigrants, and the American dream. Both of them
exhibited pride of ancestry and pride in the struggle for a
place in the New World.

Immigrant chic, as James Baldwin pointed out two
decades ago, is a form of uplift and consolation denied to
black Americans. How, I wonder, do blacks feel when
they see Lee lacocca grandstanding about the Statue of
Liberty? Many of them, I presume, are too polite to say.
But the atmosphere at the Garden could hardly have
been in bolder contrast. The opening prayer made
repeated reference to the congregation’s being “here in
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the wilderness of North America.” In his warm-up
speech, Stokely Carmichael, who has named himself
Kwame Touré after the two most grandiose and
disappointing pan-Africanist despots, eulogized Africa
as the mother of religion and culture, and cited Freud as
the authority for Moses’ having been black. As he
entered his peroration against Zionism, attention was
distracted from his white dashiki by the spirited efforts
of the interpreter for the deaf to keep in step.

This officer had much less trouble conveying into
gestures the clear, honeyed tones of the main attraction.
Louis Farrakhan does not do black talk. He does not do
jive. He speaks in a clear, remorseless English, varying
only the pitch and the speed. A calypso artist called the
Charmer until he saw the light in 1955, he wrote a play
about the black travail and called it Orgena, which is “a
Negro” spelled backward. The hit song from this play,
which filled Carnegie Hall in its time, was “White Man’s
Heaven Is a Black Man’s Hell (Heed the Call Y’All).”
The key verse is from Genesis (15:13—14), promising
redemption and revenge. Like Jesus, with whom he
frequently compares himself, Farrakhan has not read the
New Testament. He sings well on the recording I possess
but enjoys cutting short any laughter with a menacing
remark: the charmer has a cruel streak.

By now, everybody knows what Farrakhan said that
night, and what Farrakhan thinks, about the Jewish
people. In particular, and although most New York
newspapers prudently played it downpage or not at all,
his warning that “you can’t say ‘Never Again’ to God,
because when He puts you in the ovens you’re there
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forever” has become defining and emblematic. And in a
way that it never was in the days of Malcolm X or even
Elijah Muhammad.

In May 1962, just after the Los Angeles Police
Department had cut a lethal swath through the members
of the local Muslim temple, Malcolm X opened a public
meeting with what he called “good news.” One hundred
and twenty-one “crackers” of the all-white Atlanta Art
Association had died in a plane wreck at Orly. There was
a tremendous row about this remark, along conventional
lines of hate being no answer to hate, but it was clear
even then that Malcolm felt that a// whites—without
discrimination, so to say—were courting judgment. It
was to become clearer, though, that he was in transition
from racial nationalism to radicalism and was a man who
could sicken of his own bile. Farrakhan, a much
smoother and shallower person, who wrote in
Muhammad Speaks in December 1964 that “such a man
as Malcolm is worthy of death,” is, if

anything, in transition the other way. Otherwise, to
paraphrase an ancient question, Why the Jews?

In her anxious, thoughtful, and unreviewed book The
Fate of the Jews (New York: Times Books, 1983),
Roberta Strauss Feuerlicht describes a series of meetings
on black—Jewish tension which were held at Manhattan’s
92nd Street Y in the early part of 1981. At the first of
these, the black spokesman was the educator Dr.
Kenneth Clark, whose study of racial discrimination was
cited by the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of
Education. He wondered aloud at one point why it
should be this relationship, rather than, say,
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black—Catholic relations, that was so emotionally
combustible:

Clark’s rhetorical question was unexpectedly
answered a few minutes later. A woman told him he
underestimated how important survival is to Jews and
said, “One of the reasons there isn’t quite as much
dialogue with the Catholics is the Catholics aren’t
worried that the blacks are going to shove them into
the oven.”

Though the woman continued to talk, Clark winced, as
though he had been physically struck. “My goodness,”
he said very softly. Then he spoke louder, asking
incredulously, “Did you say something about blacks
shoving people into ovens?”

At a subsequent meeting:

A young black woman, who happens to be married to
a Jew though she didn’t say so, said that Jews are
always talking about the 1960s, but what have they
done for blacks lately? A few minutes later, someone
thrust a note into her hand. It said:

Dear Lady,
Is the lives of the children of my friends killed in the
civil rights march enough for you? That’s what some

Jews have done for you.

There was no signature, and it was a long way from the
spirit of Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman.
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Feuerlicht’s book, which is full of anguish and decency,
suffers from its implicit belief that anti-Semitism is a
prejudice like any other. This belief, though it may be
convenient for pluralism and for civilization, is not well
founded. Anti-Semites are inhibited from making
exceptions or distinctions. All of their worst enemies are
Jews. Their weaker brethren—the anti-Catholics and
anti-Masons—emulate anti-Semites only in seeing their
devils wherever they look. Anti-Semitism is a theory as
well as a prejudice. It can be, and is, held by people who
have never seen a Jew. It draws upon vast buried
resources—calling upon Scripture, blood, soil, gold,
secrecy, and predestination. It may have special
attractions for those who are themselves victimized by
their own kind. And typically the anti-Semite has an
interest, however sublimated, in a Final Solution.
Nothing else will do. The usual outward sign of this is an
inability to stay off the subject.

Thus, while it may be true that some of Farrakhan’s
audience is drawn by resentment of the political and
moral strength of the American Jews (Jesse Jackson was
never more instructive or more honest than when he said
that he was tired of hearing about the Holocaust),
Farrakhan himself is uninterested in that banal kind of
fedupness. For him, the Jews are a question of the Law
and the Book. His meeting demonstrated as much by two
significant gestures to white anti-Semitism which went
unreported. The first of these was made by the
introducing speaker, who said that “Minister Farrakhan”
was a true champion. He had “even knocked Henry Ford
out of the ring.” Why, Henry Ford was made to
apologize for his writings on the international Jew. But
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Minister Farrakhan, he didn’t apologize to anybody, and
there was no one around who could make him. This,
evidently, was something more than an appeal to black
self-respect.

The second such insight came from Farrakhan himself,
when he spoke of the power of the Jewish lobby in
Washington and of the numbers of congressmen who
were honorary members of the Knesset. These people, he
said, are “selling America down the tubes.” Here is the
precise language employed by the Liberty Lobby, the
Klan, and the right-wing patriots who surfaced at the
time of the oil embargo. Why is Farrakhan, who doesn’t
vote or care for Columbus Day, and who thinks America
is Babylon, so solicitous of this interpretation of its
interests? Dr. Clark’s question is

answered. Yes, somebody did say something about
blacks shoving people into ovens. The fact that it was
said under the rubric of religious prophecy may console
those who respect that kind of thing.

In his book The Ordeal of Civility, John Murray Cuddihy
wrote of black—Jewish rivalry:

The cold war at the top, that between the literary-
cultural representatives of the contending groups, is a
war for status: the status at issue is the culturally
prestigeful one of “victim.”

At a slightly less elevated level, black demagogy turns

on the Jews not in spite of the fact that they are more
liberal and more sensitive to the persecuted, but because
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of it. Could rationalism, not to speak of socialism, suffer
a worse defeat?

There’s no doubt who prevails in Cuddihy’s
“prestigeful” stakes, at least as far as white sympathy
goes. And Farrakhan’s repeated claim for the numbers
martyred by slavery is a self-conscious competition with
the six million rather than (as is interestingly the case
with some species of anti-Semite) a denial of them.

The tendency of victims not to identify with one another
and even to take on the oppressor’s least charming
characteristics is strongly marked and has been much
recorded. “Asked if he would accept whites as members
of his Organization of Afro-American Unity, Malcolm
said he would accept John Brown if he were around
today—which certainly is setting the standard high.”*
Invited to consider Jews as allies, while modeling its
own myth on that of Zion in captivity, the Nation of
Islam is instead set upon the same quest for racial
destiny which has led Israelis to emulate European
colonialism. What this says about the future of illusion,
and about the cost of religion to humanity, is as much as
one can bear to contemplate.

(Grand Street, Winter 1986)

*Eldridge Cleaver, describing Black Muslim prison life
in one of the few worthwhile passages of Sou/ on Ice.

HOLY LAUD HERETIC
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IN JANUARY 1986, an International Colloquium of the
Jewish Press was held in Jerusalem. Its most
tempestuous ~ session  concerned  the  various
“responsibilities” of the critic. And in this session, which
was entitled “The Press and the Preservation of the
Jewish People,” the most forward participant was
Norman Podhoretz. In his remarks, the editor of
Commentary went somewhat further than he had in
“J’Accuse” (Commentary, September 1982) and “The
State of World Jewry Address” (1983). He stated plainly
that “the role of Jews who write in both the Jewish and
the general press is to defend Israel, and not join in the
attacks on Israel.” Turning to the Israeli press proper, he
admonished its writers and editors “to face the fact that
the internal political debate in Israel, when it reaches a
certain pitch of intensity, has an extremely damaging
effect in the U.S. and other diaspora countries. It is hard
for Israeli journalists to understand how crushing a blow
they deal the political fortunes of Israel in the U.S. by
calling Israel a fascist country—as many of them do;
what damage they do to Israel by blowing the Kahane
phenomenon out of proportion.” Perhaps in an effort at
paradox, Podhoretz declared that “all this helps Israel’s
enemies—and they are legion in the U.S.—to say more
and more openly that Israel is not a democratic country.”
Or, as he put it later and more gnomically in the same
session: “The statement ‘freedom to criticize’ is only the
beginning of the discussion, not the end of it.”

In one way, this was the adaptation to Israel of the
standard neoconservative three-card monte as it is played
in America: America is a democracy which allows
demonstrations against its policies; the Soviet Union

38



does not allow such demonstrations; the American
demonstrations are therefore a form of aid and comfort
to the Soviet Union. Sometimes the

first or second card of this trick is ineptly played,
resulting in the unintentionally absurd injunction “This is
a democracy, so shut up!” or the even flatter injunction
that the critical voice should relocate in Moscow.
Podhoretz, even as he defends the undemocratic Israeli
Right to American audiences, will invoke the very
“democracy” that, when he is in Israel itself, he attempts
to enfeeble. And the often-heard slogan about “the only
democracy in the Middle East” has its effect on liberal
journals like Dissent and the new Tikkun, which would
themselves never pass a Podhoretz loyalty test.

Neither Western nor Israeli “democracy,” of course, is a
sham. But the conservative defense of it often rests upon
a half-truth. Whether in the weak and propagandistic
form of a Jeane Kirkpatrick syllogism (authoritarianism
is to be preferred to totalitarianism and, in practice, often
to democracy also) or in the more muscular form of
Reagan’s “Free World” rhetoric, the conservative
position in Israel and in the United States exhibits the
same irony. It consists of the relentless iteration of a
“democracy” for which, in the real world, the speaker
has contempt. This explains the vicarious envy with
which people like Podhoretz write about the “unfettered”
freedom of communist dictatorships to act without
restraint. In this ideological imagination, freedom is a
sort of moral credit, which may be banked but should not
be drawn upon. Objectors to this logic may be
denounced as communists. If they challenge the deep
alliance  between the American and Israeli
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establishments, they may well be called fascists, too.
And the striking thing about this fundamentally
conservative relationship between facts and values is
how much support and justification it gets from liberals.
Of no other power relationship between Washington and
a foreign government can this be said.

THIS SHORT preface introduces an Israeli who, over the
past decade and more, has won an increasing reputation.
Unlike the nonexistent critics whom Podhoretz
denounces but never cites, he does not believe that Israel
is a fascist country. But he does believe that it is
menaced by fascism, and if taken over by it would
constitute a fascistic menace to others. Professor Israel
Shahak, Holocaust survivor and pioneer Zionist, devotes
himself to

the study and dissemination of observable currents in
Israeli society as evidenced in the Hebrew press. He
believes firmly in the virtues of Israeli pluralism and
democracy, and has done more to uphold and defend
them than most of those who make of them a mere boast.
Although he is best known for his stand on the rights of
the remaining Palestinian Arabs, he is also heavily
engaged in the battle between fundamentalist and secular
Jews which now rages so bitterly and which he was
among the first to foresee. What follows is an attempt to
make his findings and his principles better known and
better understood.

In the course of a week’s discussion with Shahak, I

endeavored to keep each daily session self-contained. As
far as possible, this profile and analysis follows the
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pattern of our discussions and disagreements. We began
with biography.

Israel Shahak was born on April 28, 1933, into a
religious and Zionist family in Warsaw. Although his
father, a leather merchant, was from a long line of rabbis
and had qualified to be one himself, he had developed at
a slight angle to strict orthodoxy. The young Shahak was
educated in Polish and Hebrew. The family home was
damaged in the siege of Warsaw in 1939, which was
soon followed by the Nazi creation of the ghetto, but he
recalls no serious hardship until 1942. News of the Final
Solution had come in the form of rumor from other
towns and was more intensely discussed by the children
and youngsters than their protective parents ever
suspected. Each community felt that it might be the one
to be spared; in Warsaw, the given reasons for optimism
were the presence of embassies from the neutral states
and the fact that the Jewish population performed much
useful labor for the occupiers. Shahak’s father was the
Pangloss of the family, and an early memory is of
disputes between parents about the advisability of flight.
This argument was cut short by the abrupt removal of the
Shahaks to Poniatowa concentration camp, but it
resumed there. It culminated in Shahak’s mother leaving
the camp as the barbed wire went up. Assisted by good
Polish friends and taking her son, she left her husband
behind. Sheltered for a while by a Polish family, and
making use of the trade in false passports from Latin
America, mother and son were not “selected” for
extermination when apprehended, but they did spend

some grueling time in Bergen-Belsen. One week before
the liberation, they were transported by rail to
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Magdeburg and rescued on April 13, 1945, by the
American army.

It took only a brief while to establish that the father had
perished in a mass extermination by shooting and that
Israel’s older brother, who had left Poland well before
the war, had been killed while serving in the Royal Air
Force in the Far East. This gave the family the right to
settle in England, and young Israel, who now by Jewish
custom headed the family, was asked to decide on their
future home. He opted unhesitatingly for Palestine, and
he and his mother disembarked at Haifa on September 8§,
1945. The succeeding six years were, he says, ones of
“utmost happiness.” He was a good pupil, although
occasionally slapped for asking impertinent questions.
His mother remarried successfully (having even asked
his permission as head of the family), and stepfather and
son took to one another at once. Shahak was too young
to serve in the 1948 war, but old enough to feel the
excitement of delivering messages and running errands.
The memory of ghastliness in Central Europe was not
erased—he says it comes back vividly when he is
ill—but it was overcome.

Shahak knew very well that there were atheist Jews,
because his mother abandoned her belief in God as a
result of the Holocaust. He also knew that many Jews
were anti-Zionist, because he had had a grandmother in
prewar Poland who was wont to spit at the mention of
Herzl’s name. But he remained both Orthodox and a
staunch Ben-Gurionist until the 1950s. His repudiation
of both religion and Zionism took place over a long
period and, though related, are not identical. For
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convenience, the two anticonversions can be discussed
separately.

It was while he was studying Holy Writ for his final
examinations that he found a disturbing symmetry
between the biblical atrocities and extirpations enjoined
by a jealous God and the genocidal propaganda of the
Nazis. He feels that the work of Maimonides and
Averroés, with its attempted reconciliation between
religion and philosophy, may have been at work on his
subconscious. But even these two savants had observed
the Commandments, which Shahak now found himself
unable to obey. In his lengthy essay “The Jewish
Religion and Its Attitude to Non-Jews,” he sets

out his generalized objections to the sectarianism,
absolutism, and racialism of Orthodox doctrine and
argues that an attempt by Jews is under way to undo the
emancipation of Jews by the Enlightenment. 1 shall
return to this, but I want to emphasize meanwhile that
Shahak would insist on this position even if there were
no “Palestinian problem.”

In any case, his misgivings on that score were to come
later, with Israel’s attack on Egypt in October 1956. He
was shocked, he says, by the lying and deception which
went into the collusion with Britain and France against
Nasser during the Suez crisis. He was even more
shocked by Ben-Gurion’s boast that the war would
establish “the kingdom of David and Solomon.” But the
Eisenhower-enforced retreat from Suez was so swift, and
the subsequent decade so peaceful and prosperous, that it
was not until the conquest of the West Bank and Gaza in
1967 that he faced the idea of his adopted country as at
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once expansionist and messianic. In the intervening
years, he had visited the United States as a lecturer in
chemistry at Stanford and had had the opportunity to
contrast its open atmosphere with the conformist
environment at home. He was struck by the rapid
advances of the civil rights movement in the Deep South,
and the experience taught him, he says, to admire the
United States Constitution. He advocates a similar
constitution for Israel in his bulletins. (Many who are
called “anti-American” by the neoconservatives are in
fact admirers of American liberty and would prefer it to
the sort of government with which America so often
colludes.)

What, now, are his convictions? He is neither a
materialist atheist nor a Marxist, preferring to call
himself a disciple of Spinoza. “It may not be said of any
philosophy or metaphysic that it is true, but it may be
said not to be contradictory.” The work of Spinoza, he
also finds, is “conducive to intellectual happiness and to
fortitude in the face of calamity.” As a self-defined
elitist, Shahak reposes little faith in “the masses,”
preferring to rely upon ‘“good information that is
addressed to educated minorities.” And like Spinoza, he
is alone. Not a joiner or a party man, he has voted for the
Rakah communist candidates in the last three elections,
solely because of their stand on Palestinian self-
determination. His apartment on Bartenura Street is
almost a caricature of the scholarly dissident’s warren of
tottering

files and unsorted shelves, a cartoon of the one-man
show. His mimeographed digest of salient admissions in
the Hebrew press, which he translates and sends out to
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friends and contacts all over the world, has, typically, no
title. By “salient admissions” I mean the inadvertent
manner in which the devout choose to reveal themselves.
One might as well say the advertent manner in which
they do this, given stories like the following: “It is
forbidden to sell apartments to non-Jews in Eretz
Israel—‘not even one apartment,” says the Sephardi
chief rabbi, Mordechai Eliahu, in response to a question
from members of the Shas Party in Jerusalem, who are
campaigning against selling and renting apartments to
Arabs in the Jerusalem suburb of Neve Ya’akov”
(Ha’aretz, January 17, 1986). Or:

Those who initiate meetings between Jews and Arabs
are traitors to the nation. This is a destruction... . The
Arab nation should not be granted education. If they
are allowed to raise their heads, and will not be in the
condition of hewers of wood and drawers of water, we
will have a problem. The education which is given
them is destructive.

So writes Rabbi Yekuti Azri’eli, spiritual leader of
Zikhron Ya’akov, in the religious weekly Erev Shabat
on September 20, 1985. Mohammed Miari, member of
the Knesset, complained to the Minister of Internal
Affairs about this article, pointing out that the malady of
racism “causes harm to those who bear it no less than to
those against whom it is directed.” The Minister of
Internal Affairs is Yitzhak Peretz, whom we shall be
meeting again. Ko/ Ha'ir of January 10, 1986, reports,
under Shahar Ilan’s by-line, a proposal from Nisim
Ze’ev, deputy mayor of Jerusalem, to clear the Arabs out
of the Old City. Rabbi Ze’ev says that “the population
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density in the Old City is a security hazard.” He is just as
eloquent when he speaks of the Neve Ya’akov suburb:
“Parents are afraid to let their daughters walk outside in
the evening, fearing that they may meet an Arab. Arabs
live with Jewish women. There is a brothel there with
Jewish women and Arab pimps. Such things should be
prevented in advance.”

Ten or fifteen years ago, when Shahak was being
denounced as an alarmist and a crank, such things were
being said “on the fringes.” But ten

or fifteen years ago, most Israelis would not have
believed that Gush Emunim and Kach militants would
have established armed settlements, set up a military
underground, elected a deputy to the Knesset, and forged
parallel units in the army and the police. As J. L.
Talmon, the conservative historian best known for his
severe reflections on “totalitarian democracy” during the
French Revolution, wrote in what was almost his last
letter:

Many among the Orthodox had difficulty accepting
the Holocaust within the scheme of Providence and
Jewish history, for they could not see the death of
more than a million innocent Jewish children as
punishment for the sins of the whole Jewish people...
. After the Six Day war, however, the Orthodox were
much relieved, for now they could argue that the
Holocaust had been the “birth pangs of the Messiah,”
that the Six Day war victory was the Beginning of
Redemption and the conquest of the territories, the
finger of God at work.
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Talmon was very much a loyalist of the state,
emphasizing in this very letter (which was open and
addressed to Menachem Begin in the spring of 1980)
that he was “not concerned here with the rights of the
Arabs regarding whose past and culture I have little
knowledge or interest.” But he was a late and probably
unwitting convert to the Shahakian view when he wrote:

Any talk of the holiness of the land or of geographic
sites throws us back to the age of fetishism.

And:

Is this merely the manifestation of a classically Jewish
characteristic, which the Jews may have bequeathed to
other monotheistic religions—namely, the need to
subordinate oneself to an idea, to a vision of
perfection, to an ascetic and ritualistic way of
life—instead of treating life as it really is, as did the
Greeks, for example, who perceived

reality as a challenge and sought to extract from life
and nature all the possibilities inherent in them, in
order to expand the mind and give pleasure to both
body and soul?

We closed our first day of discussion with some
differences of emphasis which I believe amount to
disagreements of principle. I took, and take, the standard
view that derives from Marx’s aper¢u that a nation
oppressing another nation cannot itself be free. By
extension, | argued rather stolidly, Israel’s subordination
of nearly three million sullen Palestinians would
inevitably debauch Israeli democracy. I called as my
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witness Danny Rubinstein of Davar, who had written
famously about a Jewish longshoremen’s strike in the
port of Ashdod where the police had run amok. The
bloodied strikers’ leader was interviewed on Israeli
television and said indignantly, “What do they take us
for? Arabs from the territories?” Here, surely, was a
classic illustration of the sort of tension—between poor
whites and the “natives”—that Camus had both suffered
and described in Algeria.

Shahak, however, detects signs of health and progress in
the recent polarization of Israeli Jewish society. These
detections are not, as his enemies might suspect, derived
from any politique du pire. On the contrary, they arise
from his oddly uncynical version of realism. France, he
points out, was a cruel colonial power during the
Dreyfus Affair. The United States was behaving in a
beastly manner in Vietnam during the Watergate
exposure. He mentions various other examples,
including Warren Hastings in England, who ran India for
the East India Company, and Fox, who made the case for
Hasting’s impeachment on grounds of extortion, to
rebuke my undialectical opening gambit. And he selects,
almost perversely, the year 1977 as the one when matters
began to improve. Since 1977—the year of Begin’s
election—"“there has been no further confiscation of
Arab private property within prel967 Israel. And the
state of political and religious liberty for Jews has
improved enormously.” Shahak allows that things could
get rapidly worse in the context of a general or localized
war with Israel’s neighbors. But he has a great long-term
faith in the operations of democracy. “The sign of
victory would be an American-type constitution, which
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separated church from state and made all inhabitants
equal before the law.

This would also amount to de-Zionization. Can you
imagine an American government confiscating Jewish
land for the exclusive use of Christians?” I repress the
facetious urge to say yes to this last rhetorical question,
and admit his point. A few days later, I see George Bush
arrive in Jerusalem fully outfitted with a video crew
from his personal PAC and an endorsement from Jerry
Falwell. In his address to the Knesset, he chooses to
stress the symmetry between Israeli and American
values and institutions.

Shahak and I agree to meet next day to debate thornier
matters.

EMPLOYMENT OF the word Nazi has an obvious and
highly toxic effect on any discussion or argument that
involves Israel or the Jews. The merest polemical
comparison between certain Israeli and German
generals, for example, is enough to ignite torrential
abuse and denial. In some cases, the comparison is used
demogogically and with the intent to wound. In others, it
is invited by the routine, show-stopping denunciation of
all criticism of Israel as Nazi or anti-Semitic in
inspiration, a routine which does seem designed to
arouse the vulgar itch to turn the tables. One may
consign this kind of disputation to the propagandists. It
remains a fact that within Israel and among Israelis the
swastika is a common daub. Instead of being reserved as
the ultimate insult, it is freely used to settle arguments
about films on the Sabbath, ritual slaughter, and such. It
can even be seen on the walls of quarreling religious
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establishments in the hyper-Orthodox quarter of Mea
Shearim in Jerusalem. Amos Oz describes, for instance,
in his travelogue In the Land of Israel, a scene in Mekor
Baruch:

Here, too, one finds the same slogan that screams in
red paint “Touch not my anointed ones” [a quotation
from Psalms, meaning, apparently, Do not despoil the
innocent children of Israel] and next to it a black
swastika. And “Power to Begin, the gallows for
Peres”—erased—and then, in anger, “Death to Zionist
Hitlerites.” And “Chief Constable Komfort is a Nazi,”
“to hell with Teddy Hitler Kollek.” And finally, in
relative mildness, “Burg the Apostate—may his name
be wiped off the face of the earth,” and “There is no
kingdom but the kingdom of the Messiah.”

Oz also notices, as have other writers, the apparent need
even of secular Zionist militants for the promiscuous use
of Nazi imagery. At one point, arguing with a certain
“Z” who expresses his relish at the idea of Israeli
conquest, massacre, and enslavement, he asks “perhaps
more to myself than to my host™:

Is it possible that Hitler not only killed the Jews but
also infected them with his poison? Did that venom in
fact seep into some hearts, and does it continue to seep
out from there?

One recalls George Steiner’s speculations on this
question of a subconscious bond between Hitler and the
Jewish state in the peroration of his central character in
The Portage of A. H. to San Cristobal. And I remember a
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shakedown in the West Bank, where Isracli soldiers
scratched numbers on the arms of those arrested. Useless
as a disciplinary or holding device, it nevertheless had a
certain emblematic power, as if, by invoking a demon,
one might exorcise it. Who knows what spring of
compulsion may be pumping away here.

These observations are prefatory to our argument. Israel
Shahak’s bulletins and digests make a regular point of
saying that such-and-such a rabbi or politician or policy
is “Nazi-like.” While not, perhaps, the theme of his
argument, it is certainly a continuous and vigorous
element within it. I questioned him repeatedly not so
much about the tactical wisdom as about the propriety of
such a metaphor.

He is unrepentant. The biblical texts, as he points out
repeatedly, speak not of subduing or subjugating or
vanquishing the Canaanites or the Midianites or the
Amalekites but of annihilating them. The fact that Israel
is now a democracy (for Jews) does not at all mean that
Nazi ideas cannot come to power by way of the
franchise. After all, that’s how they came to power in
Germany. And the Nazis of 1933 did not speak of
extermination, preferring to talk of deportation,
Aryanization, and so on. The Israeli press is full of the
speeches of rabbis and politicians who “only” want the
Arabs to pack up and leave Israel.

This line is persuasive as far as it goes. Yet Shahak
couples it with a further

irritating paradox. The Nazis, he says, were apparently
different from previous and contemporary movements in
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that they sought the total destruction of a race, down to
its last child and seed. Yet, in this they were a blend of
modern imperialism—which issued genocidal orders in
Tasmania, the Congo, and Namibia—and vulgar
Darwinism. He compares this quite deliberately with the
teaching of many Orthodox rabbis, including the
notorious Kahane (who has never been disowned by the
rabbinate), about the Palestinians. It is not unusual to see
the citation from Numbers 31:14—15 and 17-18:

And Moses was wroth with the officers of the host,
with the captains over thousands, and captains over
hundreds, which came from the battle. And Moses
said unto them, “Have ye saved all the women alive?
... Now therefore kill every male among the little
ones, and kill every woman that hath known man by
lying with him. But all the women children that have
not known a man by lying with him, keep alive for
yourselves.”

Shahak harries the rabbis who include this and other
homely injunctions in their “Torah Today” pamphlets
and papers. Yet he insists that there is nothing distinctive
or unique about Nazi anti-Semitism. (He has argued this
most recently in a public exchange with the partisans of
Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, some of whom argue for
Polish as well as German “blood-guilt.”)

I think I understand the reason for his taking such a
line—which is the desire to counter Israeli self-
righteousness. But I offered him various reasons for
taking the other view. Anti-Semitism is age-old and
protean, so that even societies without Jews are infected
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by it. The anti-Semite sometimes thinks that Jews are
inferior; on other occasions he will maintain that Jews
have a sinister superiority. Nobody thought, while
exterminating the Tasmanians or the Hereros, that they
were thwarting a plot by Tasmanians or Hereros to take
over the world. No other race or religion has ever been
simultaneously arraigned for being the evil genius of
plutocracy and of Bolshevism. One cannot, therefore,
easily dismiss the Zionist idea that there is something
ineradicable about anti-Semitism.

To this, Shahak has two kinds of answers. His first is
mild and self deprecatory. He has experienced anti-
Semitic persecution, but he has never actually met or
known or conversed knowingly with an anti-Semite.
(“We didn’t talk much with the camp guards.”) I may,
therefore, be right as far as that goes. For him, the
argument against the uniqueness of the Holocaust goes
hand in hand with his argument that Jews, too, are
capable of replicating the horrors of racialism. This
opens the second of his answers:

I was six and a half years of age when I saw my first
dead man, during the bombardment of Warsaw. I can
remember the stench of the chimneys in Bergen-
Belsen, and seeing tractors pulling platforms that were
heaped up with naked, emaciated bodies. I also have
memories of being saved by Germans. I was once
rounded up and taken to the main square by a patrol of
Jewish policemen. A Wehrmacht soldier told me to
run, saying, “But make it quick!” As children during
the Nazi period, we were told by our parents, “If you
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come to a crossroads and see Ukrainians, Germans,
Poles, and Jewish militia—try the Jews last!”

In 1956 a whole Arab village was massacred at Kafr
Kasem. What nobody remembers is that one Israeli
platoon commander obeyed orders and slaughtered
everyone, while another platoon commander refused.
From then on, I made a conscious decision not to
blame Germans for Hitler or Gentiles for racialism.

The preceding night, in occupied Ramallah, I had had
dinner with a Palestinian leftist and an American radical,
both of whom had read Shahak’s critique of the Jewish
religion. Both, and in particular the Palestinian, thought
it rather extreme. When I mentioned this to him, he
replied with a mixture of irony and reaffirmation:

The famous Eight Chapters by Maimonides contain
prescriptions on how to deal with error. The greater
the error, the greater must be the correction. You must
strike a bent piece of iron in proportion to the

extent of its distortion. So my rational duty at present
is to be extreme. Judaism is more like Islam than it is
like Christianity. The law is the law whether or not it
is systematically invoked. If a country had anti-Jewish
laws which were not systematically invoked, or which
could be circumvented by the clever or the rich, would
you not still be justified in terming it an anti-Semitic
regime? Given that there is great official racialism in
Israel, coupled with great denial of it and great
ignorance of it, one can only act in proportion to the
real situation. Who would not say that formal—i.e.,
religious—discrimination should be abolished first?
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Shahak is fond of the word “abolition,” as he is of
Voltaire’s injunction écrasez [’infame. He offers me,
with a smile, a footnote from Gibbon. One William
Whiston, an extreme Arian millennialist, was arguing
with Halley in defense of his apparent fanaticism.
Whiston won the day by saying, “Had it not been for
such men as Luther and myself, you would now be
kneeling before an image of Saint Winifred.” I take this
point, even though it reminds me uncomfortably of
Conor Cruise O’Brien’s favorite quotation from
Burke—that our side being “mobbish” is the best
guarantee of their side being “civilized.”

This might have closed our second day, were it not for a
controversy in The Jerusalem Post which caught my eye.
Rabbi Shmuel Derlich, chief Israeli army chaplain in
Judea and Samaria, had sent his troops a thousand-word
pastoral letter urging them to apply to “the enemies of
Israel” the biblical commandment to exterminate the
Amalekites. When challenged by the army’s chief
education officer to give a definition of Amalekite, this
religious custodian of the occupation had replied
“Germans.” There are no Germans on the West Bank, or
in the Bible. This apparently redoubled exhortation to
slay all Germans as well as all Palestinians was referred
to the Judge Advocate General. In the meantime, forty
other military chaplains came to Derlich’s support in
public. The JAG found that he had committed no
offense, adding rather feebly that rabbis serving the army
should refrain where possible from making politically
tinged sermons. But the Derlich pastoral letter was
couched in terms of Holy Writ, not
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politics. So are the speeches of Meir Kahane. Kahane’s
extremism is well-enough understood in the United
States, but then he is neatly categorized as an
“extremist.” It is official and semiofficial statements like
those of Derlich, which seldom if ever find their way
into the American press, that Shahak spends his time in
emphasizing and bringing to light. Perhaps a little
“mobbishness” is in order after all?

ON THE THIRD DAY I asked Shahak if he would
accompany me to Masada. He turned up at the appointed
hour, wearing headphones so as to listen to classical
music and scrutinizing a book of Hebrew poetry. He thus
missed the patter of easy Eddie Cantor gags and mild
anti-Bedouin jokes with which the guide diverted the
party as our bus traversed the Judean wilderness. (I
noticed that the guide had a number tattooed on his arm.)
Arriving at the foot of the fortress, which he visited as a
young pioneer before Yigael Yadin began his world-
famous excavation, Shahak produced a battered copy of
Flavius Josephus’s The Jewish War. Did I know, he
inquired, that Josephus was the only authority for the
Masada legend, with its heady suggestion that besieged
Jews might once again choose total annihilation over
shameful surrender? Did I know that he had not been
translated into Hebrew (from his original Greek and
retranslated Christian Latin) until the nineteenth century?
There had been a corrupted tenth-century rendition,
Yosifon to the Romans, but this omitted the Masada
story, perhaps because of the prohibitions on suicide. So,
in effect, the Masada account in Josephus only became
accessible to Jews in the nineteenth century, and even
then only to the assimilated ones. It thus forms a part of
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the self-conscious recasting of history, which, like
similar efforts in Ireland, Greece, and clsewhere,
distinguished the nationalist revival.

I had to admit that I hadn’t appreciated that, and our
guide had to admit that the standard account he gave to
tourists was deficient in two respects. Under Shahak’s
probing, he allowed that the Zealot defenders had not
“left” Jerusalem but had been expelled by their fellow
Jews. He also conceded, as most vernacular accounts do
not, that the Zealots had slaughtered their own families
(who had not been present at the decisive meeting)
before killing each other and themselves. The T-shirt
slogan,

which is also employed at the swearing-in of Israeli
army cadets at the fortress, says Masada Shall Not Fall
Again. It might be interesting if those who were paraded
there for the ceremony had a guide like mine.

Breaking away from the tour, Shahak took me to the
lower of Herod’s three palaces. This was in part to show
me the pronounced Hellenistic influence that is evident
in the architecture and design. Even the name Masada is
a Greek rendering of the Hebrew word for fortress.
Shahak takes a strong interest in the influence of the
Hellenic world on Jewish culture and manners in
antiquity, and reveres some of its humanistic results.
Later, in the course of a long discussion with Rabbi Meir
Kahane, I noticed that the Kahane curse term for
assimilated and secular Jews is “the Hellenized.” This
may not be the worst insult ever leveled, but it shows the
persistent influence of the Second Temple and also the
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contempt in which dilution or internationalism is held by
the devout. Talmon seems to have seen this coming.

At about this time I reflect on the preposterous libel of
“self-hatred” which is directed at people like Shahak.
Although it is noticeably more often employed by the
summer soldiers and sunshine patriots of the Diaspora, it
is still a brickbat of moral blackmail within Israel itself. I
can only say, speaking as a white Anglo-Celtic atheist,
that I have met few people more affirmatively Jewish
than Israel Shahak. He is steeped—pleasurably
steeped—in Jewish literature, poetry, and lore. Part of
his revulsion against the fanatics and the racialists comes
from their desecration and vulgarization of Jewish
tradition. He is always ready with an apposite text from
Agnon, from Maimonides, or from Moses ibn Ezra. He
may be an internationalist, but, like the best
internationalists, he knows exactly where he comes
from.

These reflections were brought into a somewhat sharper
focus on the fourth day, when we discussed what Shahak
calls “the bad years.”

SHAHAK BEGAN independent political activity, after
much hesitation, in April 1968. As he often puts it, it is
one thing to face official or alien persecution and quite
another to withstand the social and emotional pressure of
one’s society and peers. He recalls, for example, a friend
who had

been with him through Bergen-Belsen saying loudly that
the Palestinians were like Nazis and bragging that he had
been among the volunteers to drop napalm bombs on
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Jordan. In his first venture into public protest against the
occupation, Shahak agreed with eight students and three
faculty members to sit in silence on the steps of a
building in the Hebrew University. This was done to
protest a no-charge, no-trial administrative detention
order on Mohammed Yusuf Sadeq, an Israeli citizen. By
the end of the protest, Shahak was completely covered in
spittle. He had endured worse in his time, but, as he says,
this was Jewish spittle, and it was expectorated not in the
public streets but on a university campus. (Sadeq is now
professor of Hebrew Literature at the University of
Washington.)

In 1970, Shahak was offered and accepted the chair of
the Israeli League for Human and Civil Rights. This
body had been founded in 1936 (as the Palestine League
for Human and Civil Rights) by Mordechai Avi-Shaul, a
poet and translator of Thomas Mann whom Shahak
describes as an honorable fellow traveler. Its purpose in
1936 was to support and defend the first and almost the
only joint Jewish-Arab hunger strike by political
prisoners against the British. In order to minimize the
influence of pro-Moscow communists in the league,
Shahak successfully moved for two standing rules. One
was that the league would take no position on any area
of the world not under Israeli jurisdiction. The other was
that it would limit itself to upholding the 1949 U.N.
Declaration of Human Rights. A member, therefore,
need take no view on Palestinian self-determination,
Afghanistan, South Africa, Iraq, or any other matter. As
well as limiting its usefulness to infiltrators, these
stipulations also reduced the number of excuses
available to those who did not wish to join the league.
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This self-limitation of the league’s work did not prevent
persecution, large and small, from falling on its
chairman. Shahak’s apartment was burgled several
times, with nothing except books and papers
taken—most especially books on Arab civilization.
Telephone calls warned him of the possibility of a road
accident, and he was shadowed by a van (always the
same laundry van: secret policemen are stupid the world
over) wherever he went. His telephone was
ostentatiously tapped, with the occasional voice going so
far as to break in angrily when he said something
outrageous.

His stepfather was approached and asked to apply
pressure. But most hurtful of all, Shahak was accused by
a planted questioner in a Washington audience of having
betrayed his father to the Nazis.

He retains two strong impressions of this period of
harassment, which he says came to an end in the late
1970s. The first was of the dishonesty and spite of many
liberals, and the second was of the decency and the
fortitude of many conservatives. In 1974, for example,
he was attacked by Amnon Rubinstein (now a minister
and the leader of the Shinui or “Change” Party) in a long
article in Ha’aretz. Rubinstein argued that there was a
strong prima facie case for charging Shahak with treason
(“he has a mental perversion worse than Lord Haw Haw
and Tokyo Rose during the Second World War”) and
challenged his right to citizenship, to a passport, and to
his teaching post at the Hebrew University. This was for
meeting with PLO supporters overseas. Uri Avneri, who
is still considered by many to be the preux chevalier of
Israeli liberalism, wrote that Shahak’s ‘“horror
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propaganda” was “liable to serve as ammunition in the
hands of those who aspire to destroy the
state”—precisely the accusation that is now leveled
against Avneri himself by Likud and Labor
propagandists. The Jerusalem Post columnist Lea Ben
Dor went slightly further, ending her article with no less
than four rhetorical questions:

What shall we do about the poor professor? The
hospital? Or a bit of the terrorism he approves? A
booby-trap over the laboratory door?

Fortunately, there were no Smerdyakovs around to take
up the Ben Dor incitement. More surprisingly, perhaps,
there were a number of Establishment figures who
mustered in Shahak’s defense. His accession to full
professorship in the chemistry department was held up
three times by the university’s nonacademic Board of
Regents, until they were addressed by Ernst David
Bergmann. Bergmann was a devoted government
loyalist and had been the youngest professor of organic
chemistry in pre-1933 Germany. He bluntly reminded
the board that Shahak was a first-rate chemist and that
politics had no bearing on that consideration.

Shahak is, as he puts it, “proud of the Israeli
democracy.” He admits to

being more critical of the government at home than
when he is abroad. And he is punctilious about such
things as his reserve duty. He served in the infantry and
in Chemical Intelligence in his youth, and still does
guard duty in Jerusalem. He recalled with amusement
the occasion when Menachem Begin was opening the
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proceedings of the shady rightist Jonathan Institute (that
hothouse of value-free terrorism studies and retired
security chiefs) at the Hilton Hotel. A conservative
officer, whom Shahak had once called a Nazi racist in a
public exchange on the Arab question, was overheard as
he allotted guards for this event. He inquired of his
brother officers whether Shahak might not be insulted by
being given the detail. Shahak, on learning of this, said
that it made no difference to him, and that he would
stand looking like Schweik wherever he was told.

This ambivalence, if it is an ambivalence, was the
material for the fifth day, when we considered what it
means for an Israeli Jew to be an anti-Zionist.

SHAHAK’S VIEW is deceptively clear. He considers the
mass immigration and settlement of Jews in Palestine to
have been a mistake ab initio, starting colonialism in the
Middle East at just the point where older colonial powers
were abandoning it. He no longer believes the Zionist
precepts that exile is a disease and that the Jews need a
territorial society. But he does believe that, now that the
community is established in Palestine, it ought not to be
uprooted. After all, as he says, most Arab states are
“artificial entities” too. And the “accidental and
artificial” character of Alsace-Lorraine did not give
Bismarck the right to annex it.

How does one actually live this contradiction? Well, first
by striving to point it out; and second, by insisting that
every postulate of Zionism, such as a Law of Return for
Jews only, be countered by another one, such as the
demand for an American-type constitution that would
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give all subjects equality before the law. Commitment of
this kind determines certain adjustments to everyday life.
Shahak will meet with declared Zionists only in formal
circumstances, choosing his friends exclusively from
among co-thinkers. And he will no longer visit the West
Bank or attend meetings of Palestinians unless they are
overseas. This is partly because of the increased danger
of police provocation, but even more because it is not
possible to

talk to a Palestinian in conditions of equality. Shahak has
numerous criticisms of the militarism and nationalism of
the PLO, but he considers it indecent and undignified to
express them as an Israeli citizen to an occupied people.
One may question his pudeur, perhaps, while wishing
that certain others could exhibit some of the same
forbearance.

For this discussion—of how to be an anti-Zionist Jewish
Israeli citizen—Shahak invited two of his colleagues
from the Hebrew University to join us. Witold Jedlicki is
a sociologist who left Poland in the 1970s, and
Emmanuel Faradjun is a political economist whose
family originated in the Lebanese Jewish community.
Both men agree with Shahak that the political
atmosphere in Israel is vastly healthier than it was before
the Yom Kippur War, which so undermined the oafish
complacency of the ruling Establishment, and Jedlicki
cites 1982 as the watershed year because the ravaging of
Lebanon led to political cooperation between people like
himself and the larger world of antiwar Zionists. He
believes that the isolation of the principled anti-Zionists
is now over. But he has great forebodings about another
war, which the military Establishment might choose to
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launch in the knowledge that the Reagan Administration
is, from its point of view, the most indulgent possible. A
war, after all, has the not entirely paradoxical effect of
demoralizing peace movements. During the attack on
Lebanon, Jedlicki recalls with scorn, Peace Now (which
does not allow Arabs to join its ranks) made an
announcement that it would suspend activities until
hostilities were over. It turned out that public opinion,
including a large number of reservists, was readier for
protest than the patriotic peaceniks believed.

So I ask, What is the duty of an Israeli anti-Zionist in
time of war? The question exposes narrow but deep
differences among the three men. Jedlicki says he would
be fatalistic about an Israeli military defeat, while
Faradjun almost seems to say that Israel would deserve
it. Shahak dissents, saying that it is important to
distinguish between Palestinian nationalism and pan-
Arabism. A pan-Arab triumph over Israecl would not
automatically be a triumph for the Palestinians and might
even be a disaster for them. Of course, this is theoretical,
since Israel can easily defeat any combination of Arab
forces in any foreseeable future conflict. So Shahak is
not, in the

1914 sense of a Liebknecht or a Luxemburg, a defeatist.
He does say, though, that in the event of an Israeli attack
on Jordan or Syria, he would be well satisfied with a
reverse for Israeli arms and would consider the defeat
merited as well as a possible source of lessons.

Important differences in emphasis appear, too, when the

three discuss conscription. Shahak is “devoted to the
principle” on standard democratic and egalitarian lines.
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Faradjun flatly refuses to serve in an army of conquest
and occupation. Jedlicki points out that the draft corrupts
conscripts into policemen and bullies. It also enforces
Arab—Jewish segregation, because Israeli Arabs
(contrary to widespread belief) are not exempted from
the army but are, with the exception of certain Druze and
Bedouin, actually excl/uded from it.

We find ourselves, as a result, having a version of the
“moral equivalence” debate. Jedlicki, who is an old
colleague and friend of Leszek Kolakowski, says that he
wrote to him not long ago, after he had lent his name to
the Jonathan Institute, comparing Generals Jaruzelski
and Sharon. “In the whole of martial law in Poland,” he
says, “only a handful of deaths occurred. But Sharon
murdered and massacred thousands of people. Does this
not deserve to be in the moral reckoning?” Shahak adds
that, of all the Arab cities within reach of Israel, only
Agaba and Amman have not been bombed, Aqaba
because it is too near Saudi Arabia and Amman because
King Hussein, too, enjoys a certain protection by the
United States. It is the want of restraint, all three agree,
that warrants the comparison between Israel and its ally
South Africa.

On one point, Shahak and his colleagues are undivided.
The official Israeli Left does not deserve the reputation
for relative moderation that it enjoys among European
social democrats and American liberals. It is the trade
unions and the kibbutzim which have always been most
systematic in excluding Arabs from membership and in
enforcing discrimination. Zionist socialists have always
been the most sinuous and deceptive in pretending that a
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Zionist state need not conflict with the interests of the
Arab population. The Right, at least, never went in for
that sort of double standard. In this sense, the duty of
anti-Zionist radicals is to undertake a sort of permanent
confrontation with illusion—especially the illusions
about Israel that have been promulgated abroad. It
would, says Shahak, obviously come as a surprise to
most American liberal sympathizers of Zionism if they
heard his demand that there should be equal voting,
trade-union, and welfare rights for all Israeli citizens.
This is because such people semiconsciously think of
Israel as effectively part of the United States and of its
professed value system.

Israel Shahak’s voice, then, has a timbre that is very
rarely heard in American discourse on the Jewish state. It
has, I think, two kinds of relevance to that discourse. The
first, and the most obvious, concerns the limitless self-
deception and indulgence with which official America,
and a decisive swath of its intellectual class, views
Israeli plans and Israeli practices. To take only the most
salient example: the four billions of United States dollars
which are the seed of the special relationship are also the
enabling fund for the annexation and colonisation of the
West Bank—a process from which official America then
“officially” dissociates itself. Analogues of the same
hypocrisy can be found all over the mass media and
academia.

The second consequence of Shahak’s project is that it
locates the problem of religious fundamentalism in “our
own” camp and does not relegate discussion of the
subject to a morbid critique of the fanaticism and
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irrationality of “the other.” Martin Bubér pointed out
long ago that, in the religious Jewish account, the world
can be redeemed only by the redemption of Israel, and
Israel, in the sense of the Jewish people, can be
redeemed only by reuniting with the Holy Land. It was
this that caused Herzl’s movement to reject all
consideration of other national homes—in Uganda, say.
The same would have applied if postwar Europe had
decided to make a proportionate reparation by offering,
for instance, Austria. No, it had to be Palestine. Which
meant that there had to be a confrontation with the
Palestinian Arabs. The essentially secular and humane
justifications for this—the debt owed to the Jewish
people, the need to guarantee their security, and so
forth—are essentially secondary to the biblical ones.
Millennial forces are eclipsing the ideology of the
founders of the Jewish state. These forces have never
denied that this was the case.

One thus has the extraordinary situation of an apparently
Western,

developed nation, accoutred certainly with all the
Western technology of war and accountancy, that spends
real time discussing the differences among Genesis
15-18, Numbers 34:2, and Ezekiel 47:15-20 as a guide
to policy. Shahak has expended a lot of time and ink in
arguing that such disputes are not mere postscripts to the
generalized idealizations of Israecl commonly offered by
Saul Bellow, Elie Wiesel, and others. A school bus from
Petah Tikvah is hit by a train, with many children’s
deaths resulting. It is not Rabbi Kahane but Rabbi
Yitzhak Peretz, Minister of Internal Affairs (to whom
Mohammed Miari addressed his plea against anti-Arab

67



racism), who describes this as God’s judgment on Petah
Tikvah for allowing film shows on Friday nights. He
says this on television. The Jerusalem paper Ko/ Ha'ir
runs an article by the former chief rabbi, Ovadia Joseph,
in which it is said that a Jewish driver who sees another
Jewish driver in trouble should stop and try to help, but
that this obligation is void in the case of a non-Jew in
similar straits. A law forbidding racial discrimination is
eviscerated in the Knesset by parties who exempt all
incitement against infidels that is derived from Scripture.

Shahak, who has long been the sternest opponent of
religious brutishness, has also warned against certain
counters to it. When the zealots of Mea Shearim began
burning bus shelters with “profane” advertisements
earlier this year, the response of secular Jewish militants
was to invade the religious quarter and desecrate the
synagogues with daubings of nude women and pigs.
There was also some loose talk about the religious being
“crows” (because of their black apparel) and “cowards”
(because they do not serve in the army). Shahak opposed
these tactics and this style because, he says, they borrow
from the baser clichés of European anti-Semitism. Not
even the incitement of Rabbi Peretz should justify such a
retort. I take this as an indication of the care and measure
with which Shahak approaches matters.

As we concluded our talk over the final weekend, I
began to recognize the unifying energy of Shahak’s
various essays, petitions, and polemics. Unlike the
romantic, Gershom Scholem—type narrators, Shahak
believes that the European Enlightenment did not merely
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free the Jews from superstitious discrimination and
persecution by Gentiles but also liberated them

from rabbinical control over their own stifled
communities. His reverence as a Jew is for the
attainments of Jews in that period of emancipation and
for the achievements of Jews like Spinoza, who in earlier
periods had withstood the pressures of orthodoxy. From
this perspective, Zionism appears as a repudiation of
these gains and an “ingathering” of the Jews under the
stewardship of their former oppressors. It has also
necessitated a colonial confrontation with the Muslim
world and an alliance with the most backward elements
(the Lebanese Phalange, the Guatemalan fascists, the
American fundamentalists) in the Christian one. By
attempting, in what has been a lonely and hazardous
enterprise, to defend simultaneously the rights of the
Palestinians and the liberties of the Jews, Shahak has
been doing humanism an unacknowledged service.

(Raritan, Spring 1987)
CREON’S THINK TANK:
The Mind of Conor Cruise O’Brien

The young man who had bumped against me asked
why I didn’t clap. I said I didn’t clap because I didn’t
agree with a lot the speaker had said (by this time I
had a fair idea that I was going to get a beating and on
the whole preferred being beaten without having
clapped to clapping and then getting beaten as well)...
. They wanted “to get O’Brien.” They hit me several
times and I fell down, then they started kicking me.
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An Apprentice Boy said: “Is it murder ye want?”
After a short while they stopped kicking and went
away.

(States of Ireland, 1972)

It was a warm afternoon, and I was taking a walk in
the neighborhood of the Carlton Hotel, where I was
staying. There were not many people around—shops
and offices close at one o’clock on Saturday—and
most of those who were around were black. Suddenly,
quietly and quite gently, one of these grasped my arms
from behind. Another appeared in front of me, very
close. From a distance he might have seemed to be
asking for a light. In fact, he had a knife with a four-
inch blade pointed at my throat... .

So what? the reader may reasonably ask. A person can
be mugged in any modern city. I know this. In fact, the
last time I had been mugged—almost exactly twenty
years before—was in Manhattan, at Morningside Park.
Although that event occurred during a break in a
Socialist Scholars’ Conference at Columbia, it had no
political significance.

(“What Can Become of South Africa?” The Atlantic,
March 1986)

IN SOME PEOPLE, the anecdotes above would appear too
elaborately laconic. But there’s nothing
vicarious—nothing armchair—about the politics of
Conor Cruise O’Brien. He is, and always has been, an
engagé. Up at the sharp end in Katanga, mixing it with
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Nkrumah’s boys in Ghana, getting too close to the action
at an Orange rally in Northern Ireland (see above), and
out and about in Johannesburg (see above also). Even
when he held the Albert Schweitzer Chair in the
Humanities at New York University—a title which gave
great pleasure to his friends and enemies alike—he was
not content with mere “teach-ins” against the Vietnam
War. He had to go on the pavements too, leading to a
memorably farouche duet with the forces of law and
order and to the reflection, offered in The New York
Review of Books, that “when a New York cop kicks you,
you stayed kicked.” The nicknames he acquired in the
hard school of Dublin politics (“the Cruiser,” “the
Bruiser,” “Conor Cruise O’Booze,” “Camera Crews
O’Brien”) reflect his perennial attachment to the
concrete and the earthy. When flown with argument or
otherwise seized with emotion, O’Brien has often been
heard by friends to cry, “I am Griboyedov!” In the case
of most of our contemporary “columnists” and pundits, a
claim to kinship with a Decembrist author, lynched in
the Russian embassy in Teheran in 1829, would be
laughable, pitiable, or both. In the case of the Cruiser, it
comes out as a pardonable

if quixotic exaggeration. Only his most parsimonious
critic would deny that he submits his prejudices to the
tests of experience and adventure.

Let me borrow from the audacity of my subject and
admit at once that this review of his work is written by a
socialist and a former as well as current admirer. How
often have I heard, among the sodality of his friends and
colleagues and former followers, “Conor’s really sold
out this time. How can you bother with that
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windbaggery?” How many times have they said later,
and not always with contrition, “Did you read O’Booze
on the Sandinistas? Rather good, considering”? I hew to
my own chosen course, which is to say that O’Brien is
far better—and much worse—than his enemies will
credit.

Any consideration of his effort must begin with Ireland,
that “damnable question” the petrifying intransigence of
which was so well caught by Winston Churchill in a
speech in 1922:

Great empires have been overturned. The whole map
of Europe has been changed. The modes of thought of
men, the whole outlook on affairs, the grouping of
parties, all have encountered violent and tremendous
changes in the deluge of the world. But as the deluge
subsides and the waters fall short we see the dreary
steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone emerging once
again. The integrity of their quarrel is one of the few
institutions that has been unaltered in the cataclysm
which has swept the world.

It is as an Irishman that O’Brien has been incarnated in
his roles of politician, diplomat, academic, and
journalist. As a politician he has sat only as a member of
Déil Eireann, the lower house of the legislature of
Ireland. As a diplomat, he was launched as Ireland’s
envoy to the United Nations. As a scholar, he was
formed by the tension between the Catholic and
Protestant educational institutions of his homeland. As a
journalist, he has taken the subject of colonialism and
ant-colonialism for his own, and, as was once famously
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said in The Eighteenth Brumaire, has translated each
new language back into the language of his birth.

Ireland, then. A fragment of memoir may be in order.
O’Brien’s agnostic father died in 1927, when the boy
was ten, and left his practicing Catholic mother with a
difficulty not easily resolved:

For a Catholic parent at this time to send a child to a
Protestant school was adjudged a mortal sin. Battle for
my soul (and my mother’s) went on over my head ...
my mother was in the middle. So I had gone to a
Protestant preparatory school, then to the Dominican
Convent at Muckross, Dublin, for first Communion.
After that to Sandford Park, and more mortal sin.

After my father’s death, the pressure on my mother to
withdraw me from this school must have been strong.
Another widow, in a similar position, had withdrawn her
boy not long before from Sandford. She had been told
that by keeping the boy at a Protestant school she was
prolonging her late husband’s sufferings in Purgatory.
Whether this argument in this form was put explicitly to
my mother I cannot say, but she was certainly aware of
its existence.

In fact, when the Roman Catholic Church after several
centuries decreed the nonexistence of limbo, O’Brien
was to remark that he knew there was such a place
because his father, and therefore his mother, had been
kept in it by persuasive priests for many years. I don’t
aim to point out a discrepancy here—rather to stress the
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absolute importance of Ireland, and of orthodoxy, in
O’Brien’s formation.

O’Brien’s immediate ancestors were staunch partisans of
Charles Stewart Parnell, and it is impossible to overstate
the importance of Parnell’s betrayal, by the Catholic
hierarchy and the Catholic mob, in the makeup of the
Cruiser. That betrayal and abandonment are captured in
Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and
narrated in O’Brien’s Parnell and His Party, but they
were probably best evoked by Yeats in his address to the
Swedish Academy on receiving his Nobel Prize in 1925:

The modern literature of Ireland, and indeed all that
stir of thought which prepared for the Anglo-Irish war,
began when Parnell fell from

power in 1891. A disillusioned and embittered Ireland
turned from parliamentary politics and the race began,
as [ think, to be troubled by that event’s long
gestation.

A rough beast it was that resulted from this long
gestation. As O’Brien wrote in 1972:

I live today in a Catholic Twenty-Six County state of
which these men [the rebels of Easter 1916] are
venerated as the founders, although in fact their Rising
was an attempt to avert the coming into existence of
that which they are now revered as having founded.
Today, many who passionately believe in the Republic
they proclaimed—the Republic for the whole
island—are still trying to win that objective by
shooting British soldiers in Northern Ireland.
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The relative clumsiness and infelicity of these sentences,
so uncommon with O’Brien, are the consequence of a
permanent ambivalence in his thinking, his upbringing,
and (it might not be too extravagant to say) his soul. For
him, the forces of nationalism and guerrilla warfare, of
the sort that brought his own country into existence
within living memory, are also identified with the cult of
martyrdom, violence, and the irrational. This
ambivalence is matched by another, which he confided
to the readers of his Writers and Politics in 1965. Who
can forget the introduction in which he spoke of
capitalist “liberalism” as a habit of thought that made
“the rich world yawn and the poor world sick”? And
who could fail to be arrested by the opening exchange?

“Are you a socialist?” asked the African leader.
I said, yes.

He looked me in the eye. “People have been telling me,”
he said lightly, “that you are a liberal.”

The statement in its context invited a denial. 1 said
nothing.

Yet, reflecting on the exchange, he wrote, less tortuously
this time:

A liberal, incurably, was what I was. Whatever I
might argue, | was more profoundly attached to liberal
concepts of freedom—freedom of speech and of the
press, academic freedom, independent judgement and
independent judges—than I was to the idea of a
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disciplined party mobilising all the forces of society
for the creation of a social order guaranteeing real
freedom for all instead of just for a few.

Again, and compulsively, O’Brien attributed his
preference for this definition of freedom to the fact that
Ireland had enjoyed so little of it. The pervasive Irish
Church, he wrote, shared “with that of Spain” the
distinction of being “the heart of darkness of the
ecumenical movement.”

O’Brien’s encounter with “the African leader” took
place after the disgraceful Western “rescue mission” in
the Congo and before the consequent murder of Patrice
Lumumba. Chosen by Dag Hammarskjold as United
Nations Special Representative for the
colony—Hammarskjo6ld had read and admired his Maria
Cross, which examines the extremes of pain and guilt in
Catholic  writing—O’Brien took up his post in
Elisabethville in June 1961. He devised—and may even
have named—Operation Rumpunch, an effort to expel
the Katangais mercenaries. A later operation, which
aimed to end the secession itself, was not such a hit.
O’Brien was accused of exceeding his mandate and fell
victim to the combined pressure of the Belgians, French,
and British. “As a result of the policy of Macmillan’s
government,” O’Brien said after his dismissal, “Great
Britain presents in the U.N. the face of Pecksniff and in
Katanga the face of Gradgrind.” Analogous reflections
occur in his play Murderous Angels, set in the Congo.*
For some years his fury at this business (which like so
many other episodes he witnessed at first hand) warred
with his liberal
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misgivings. He gained such a reputation for militancy on
the point that The Observer wrote, in a characteristic
access of liberal cant, that he was “so adamantly keeping
silence on Communist excesses that he has done himself
and his cause disservice.” This was the period marked by
his sharp critique of Camus for trying to have it both
ways on French “pacification” in Algeria and by stern
and beguilingly written speeches and articles on Western
imperialism in Rhodesia, Cyprus, and Vietnam. One of
those essays, entitled “Varieties of Anti-Communism,”
could be reprinted today with almost no footnotes.

A decade and a half later, O’Brien was editor in chief of
The Observer and issuing weekly diatribes against
“terrorism,” “appeasement,” “neutralism,” and related
transgressions. What explains the difference? Or was
there less of a difference than an evolution? Two major
things had happened.

9% <¢

Between the murder of Lumumba and his own
translation to the redactorial chair, O’Brien had run,
successfully at first, as a candidate of the Irish Labour
Party. In an anecdote which is memorable in more than
one way, he described what the 1969 election in clerical
Ireland felt like:

The Labour Party itself ... had, fairly recently, taken
to itself the designation of Socialist, and the
distinction between Socialist and Communist is not
clear to all Irish minds, and especially not to all Irish
clerical minds, especially when they don’t want it to
be clear. My wife, shortly after this time, heard a
priest in Dingle, County Kerry, deliver a sermon on
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“Communism and Socialism.” The priest gave
Communism the expected treatment. Then he went on
to Socialism. “Socialism,” he said, “is worse than
Communism. Socialism is a heresy of Communism.
Socialists are a Protestant variety of Communists.”
Not merely Communists, but Protestant Communists!
Not many votes for Labour in Dingle.

Nineteen sixty-nine was also the year in which repeated
Protestant pogroms against the Catholic population of
Northern Ireland compelled the deployment of the
British troops who remain there to this day (though

no longer in the capacity of saviors of the minority).
O’Brien’s view of this new and improbable turn in
events took some time to crystallize, and it was in the
course of researching his opinion that he suffered the
first kicking that I quoted (it began when a “burly
middle-aged Apprentice Boy brushed past me asking:
‘Were ye ever in the Congo?’ I smiled and he wheeled
and came back: ‘I wanted ye to know ye’ve been
spotted. It will be safer for you to leave town’”)

That year of 1969 marked the emergence of the limited
but ineradicable power of the Provisional IRA—a potent
composite of Catholic extremism, populist militia, and
Irish myth. This organization and its apologists, and the
struggle against both of them, were to turn O’Brien from
a reformist in Irish and British politics into a
conservative. It’s worth noting that in 1969 he already
hated the reborn IRA, but chiefly because he suspected
that “the CIA will be working the Provisionals™ and that
other Fenian extremists were “the kind of group a quiet
American might well be interested in.” These were the
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judgments of a Parnellite who could still hate the
Catholic fanatics for betraying the best of their own
cause. They were also the judgments of a man still
fixated on Katanga. How long could such a dualism
endure?

Not long. Within a few years, O’Brien had become a
minister in an Irish coalition government. And not
merely a minister, but the Minister of Posts and
Telegraphs. In this capacity, he found himself for the
first time on the opposite side of the demarcation
between censor and writer, cop and protester,
peacekeeper and revolutionary. His job involved the
strict invigilation of the press and television, to insure
that sympathizers of the Provisionals did not succeed in
addressing the public directly. It also involved him in a
number of threats to his life and property. All of a
sudden the old rebel and critic had bodyguards and
officials on his side, and heresy to be rooted out. Unlike
a number of former nationalist politicians who had found
themselves in the same position, O’Brien did not try to
run with the hare and hunt with the hounds. He entirely
accepted the logic of his position—with honor but, in the
opinion of some friends, with slightly too much relish.
He became an expert in pointing out that such-and-such
a speech, such-and-such a resolution, was “objectively”
encouraging terrorism. He delighted in stressing the
implacable obstacle that the Protestant Unionists
presented to the age-old

dream of a united Ireland. He particularly enjoyed
taunting the Catholic Church and its party, the mealy-
mouthed Fianna Fail, for the euphemistic way in which
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they condemned “all” violence while striving to avoid
specific references to the IRA or the Republican cause.

These kinds of modifications to the personality and the
outlook have a way, as we know from others, of
becoming intoxicating. After a while, it came naturally
to O’Brien to say things like

The domain of the anarchic and the arbitrary appears
to be extending in society generally. To acquiesce in
its extension in broadcasting would probably have the
effect of accelerating its extension in society.

That was in 1979, which was something of a hinge year
for O’Brien. He began to generalize his opinions on
Ulster in much the same way as he had once made a
touchstone issue of Katanga. There were various
symptoms of the change, the most disturbing of which to
his admirers was a verbose essay called “Liberty and
Terror” (the title obviates the need for any quotation) in
the pages of Encounter. It was only a decade or so since
O’Brien, in his Encounters with the Culturally Free, had
tossed and gored the Cold War front organization run by
Melvin Lasky and Irving Kristol and given them a
pasting in the law courts to boot.

It was also in 1979 that the battle for the British colony
of Southern Rhodesia, then in the throes of a white-
settler rebellion a la katangaise, moved to its climax.
O’Brien, who had long been a fierce opponent of the Ian
Smith regime, began to “evolve” his position. He visited
Robert Mugabe, the exiled leader of the black guerrilla
struggle, in Mozambique. Mugabe, who had been
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educated as a Catholic, got off on the wrong foot by
asking O’Brien whether he supported “the freedom
fighters in your own country.” This earned him, and the
readers of The Observer, a severe lecture about the
terrorism of the Provisional IRA. It also earned the
Smith regime, then nominally headed by the Protestant
bishop Abel Muzorewa, an amazingly indulgent progress
report. (Mugabe later told a friend of mine in
conversation that he had been joking about the IRA and
had really wanted to ask O’Brien about Lumumba.)

As events unfolded, O’Brien had to make a partial
recantation of his

credulity about the reformist intentions of Ian Smith. But
it was clear that his “way of seeing” had undergone a
profound change. He had learned to look at the world
from the perspective of the foundation seminar, the
bulletproof limousine, and the counterinsurgency
technician. He could descry, in the features of a ruling
elite, the lineaments of an oppressed minority. The
dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone, occupied
provinces of the Protestant Unionist ascendancy, were
soon to be superimposed on Southern Africa and the
Middle East.

Derry City is a Protestant Holy City ... a symbol of
the spirit of Protestant Ulster. The long siege of Derry
by King James’s Catholic Army, and its relief by King
William’s Protestant fleet in 1689, belong with the
Battle of the Boyne at the centre of Ulster Protestant
iconography and patriotism. The Boyne is a distant
image like Jerusalem, a holy place in partibus
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infidelium, a proud memory in a lost land... . Northern
Ireland itself lives a siege.

(States of Ireland, 1972)

I believe that Israel cannot be other than what it is—in
the basic sense that Israel is not free to be other than
the Jewish state in Palestine, and that the Jewish state,
once in possession of Jerusalem, is not capable of
relinquishing that city.

(The Siege, 1986)

So also in Northern Ireland: Orange rallies are
generally stolid, casual and good-humored, but the
detected presence of a Catholic, presumed hostile, can
evoke some latent hysteria and violence; I speak from
experience. (The Orange/Afrikaner comparison 1is
quite a fertile one, provided it is not being used just
for the stigmatisation, or demonisation, of one
community or the other, or both.)

(“What Can Become of South Africa?” The Atlantic,
March 1986)

O’Brien’s large, rambling book The Siege is the latest
flowering of his new style. In this style, which
incorporates Ulster as a sort of King Charles’s

head, polite curiosity extends to all parties, but sympathy
is reserved only for the overdogs. I don’t propose to
review The Siege as a historical chronicle but merely to
point out how it makes this preference clearly and
consistently evident.
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The acknowledgments of the book, which run to four
pages, do not include a single Arab name. In other
words, the putative “besiegers,” many hundreds of
thousands of whom actually live within the citadel
against their will,* are not consulted af all. This from the
man who rightly pointed out the absence of Arabs from
the Oran of The Plague. The bibliography, which lists
two hundred and ninety-six entries, features twenty
books or articles written by Arabs and four written by
people who might be described as their sympathizers.
There is no sign, however, in the text that O’Brien has
read any of these books except one—which he quotes,
rather revealingly, once. The book is Edward Said’s The
Question of Palestine. O’Brien very briefly states that
volume’s factual claim that Palestinian Arabs took no
part in the Holocaust of the Jews in Europe.
Commenting on this, O’Brien adds, as if making the
point for the first time against a storm of opposition:

Israelis will accept a part, though only a small part, of
this argument. They agree generally that Jews have
historically been better, or less badly, treated in Arab
and Muslim lands than in Christendom. But Israelis do
not accept that Arabs, and Palestinian Arabs in
particular, did not sympathise with Nazi Germany and
its policy towards the Jews. Not only was the Grand
Mufti Hitler’s guest in Berlin, while the Holocaust
was going on, but he remained the unquestioned
leader of the Palestinian Arabs after the defeat of Nazi
Germany.

One might ask, “Which Israelis?” of the first sentence,
and, “Which Palestinians?” of the last. One might even
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inquire unkindly and demagogically, about the pro-Nazi
past of Yitzhak Shamir. Instead, let us

compare this paragraph with another one written by
O’Brien in the same year:

This was the late thirties, and the early ideologues of
apartheid were influenced to some degree by the
language and concepts of contemporary European
right-wing authoritarianism—usually in its milder
forms. (Though many leading Afrikaner nationalists
were “pro-Nazi” during the war, the affinity seems to
have been less ideological than a matter of “the enemy
of one’s enemy” as with other subject people’s
nationalisms in the same period; compare the “pro-
Nazism” of Flemish, Breton and Palestinian
nationalists.)

In other words, the Palestinians may be excused, may
even be given quotation marks for their “pro-Nazism,”
but only when it’s a question of exonerating the
Afrikaners. This is the most vivid single example of
O’Brien’s overdog world view in operation. It makes it
almost but not quite irrelevant to recall that the ideology
of the Afrikaner Right was explicitly National Socialist,
that the founders of today’s National Party were
imprisoned for acts of sabotage in the Nazi cause, and
that they have run a “master race” system since
1948—the very year that the Palestinians lost their
homeland itself. Is this, perhaps, the O’Brien declension
of moral equivalence? (Incidentally, there was a time
when he would have known how to deal with a person
who wrote of “European right-wing
authoritarianism—usually in its milder forms.”)
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If O’Brien now specializes in exonerating the overdog,
he is no slouch at blaming the underdog either. Toward
the conclusion of The Siege he writes:

By a kind of paradoxical effect often noted in these
passages, the main result of the unremitting
international efforts to bring about the withdrawal of
Israel from the West Bank is probably to speed up that
sinister interaction [of “extremists,” naturally—C.H.]
and to increase the danger to the territory’s Arab
population.

The what international efforts? The unremitting what
efforts? The unremitting international what? The ensuing
paragraph is still finer:

Those in the West who urge that the effort to rule over
large numbers of Arabs may eventually destroy Israel
itself might do well to note that Meir Kahane is
making the same point, while drawing from it an
inference radically different from what the Western
critics have in mind.

And what’s that supposed to mean? It’s supposed to
mean that, if there is a mass expulsion of Arabs, it will
be the fault of those who objected to their being
colonized in the first place. No overdog could hope for
more deft, more sinuous apologetics.

When it suits him, O’Brien ascribes malign reality to the
efforts of malign people. When it does not suit him, he
reduces malign reality to a set of unalterable, if
regrettable, circumstances. The Israeli-South African
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revolving door, with quick shifts through the Irish
looking glass, is again revealing in this respect.

Take, first, the “necklace.” O’Brien knows very well that
this and other forms of violence and revenge are very
new in the struggle of the South African majority. He is
also perfectly aware of the history of the African
National Congress and of the long, bitter process by
which it was disenfranchised, driven underground, and
deprived, along with its huge army of supporters, of any
peaceful means of redress. This is ABC. Yet O’Brien
does not attribute the sudden arrival of “necklacing” in
any way to the long train of oppressions and usurpations
suffered by the majority. On the contrary, he sneers at
the ANC for being ambivalent in its condemnation of the
practice and finally says that the ANC is “a political
movement whose sanction, symbol and signature is the
burning alive of people in the street.” Actually, the
sanction, symbol, and signature of the ANC is Nelson
Mandela, held in prison for over two decades and still
the first choice of most Africans and many whites,
Indians, and those of mixed race. But in a twenty-three-
page essay in The Atlantic, O’Brien mentioned him only
once—and that in passing—while devoting great space
to the “necklace”

and making nine references to the parallels between
Northern Ireland and South Africa. The one time in such
a long depiction of apartheid that the word “disgusting”
is used is in a reference to the academic boycott of the
regime—a boycott which O’Brien seems to think it takes
courage to break.
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In South Africa, then, violent acts are the fault of those
among the underdogs who commit them, and all else is
cant. But in Israel, acts of repression and discrimination,
if they occur, are to be blamed on the circumstances.
One of these circumstances, unsurprisingly, is the
tendency of underdogs to chafe.

O’Brien quotes the Israeli professor Yehoshua Porath,
who says of the Arabs of Israel that “with their numbers
they have the power to operate within Israel’s
democratic political system, to influence its moves,
perhaps even disrupt it. (Does anyone recall the
tremendous influence that Parnell and Redmond’s Irish
national party had on parliamentary life in Great Britain
in the thirty years prior to World War 17)” Commenting,
O’Brien says delightedly that “Professor Porath does not
spell out what that comparison implies, so let me do so”:

As Porath and others see, conditions seem in some
ways favorable to the emergence in Israel of some
kind of Arab Parnell. But such a phenomenon would
necessarily have an even for greater [sic] explosive
impact on Israel than Parnell and Redmond had on
Britain. Britain was not surrounded by Irish people, in
overwhelming numbers, hoping not merely for the
secession of Ireland but for the destruction of the
entire British polity and society.

(Though, it might be fair to add, you would not have
known this from Parnell’s enemies at the time, who
combined to ruin and frame him, and who predicted
universal chaos and anarchy if Ireland were to attain
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self-determination.) What is O’Brien’s conclusion from
this potentially fertile comparison? Go to the source:

The day of choice between the Jewish state and the
Arab franchise is still some way off, but the nature of
the choice can hardly be in doubt.

Here, notice, no judgments are made. If the Arabs must
lose their rights as citizens, as O’Brien elsewhere
suggests they will—without saying that they
shouldn’t—then it is nobody’s doing and nobody’s fault.
It’s just that the “choice” is somehow ineluctable.

The antecedent of this combination of fatalism with
cynicism may lie in O’Brien’s lone (or so he thinks)
efforts to ward off disorder in Ireland. He made, and
makes, repeated use of Sophocles to do so. And as his
vision of Antigone has modified, so has he. The
following admonitions are taken from a famous talk he
gave—in the thick of it again—to the students of
Queen’s University, Belfast, during the hot autumn of
1968:

(1) It was Antigone’s free decision, and that alone,
which precipitated the tragedy. Creon’s responsibility
was the more remote one of having placed this tragic
power in the hands of a headstrong child of Oedipus,
[italics mine]

(2) The disabilities of Catholics in Northern Ireland
are real, but not overwhelmingly oppressive: is their
removal really worth attaining at the risk of
precipitating riots, explosions, pogroms, murder? Thus
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Ismene. But Antigone will not heed such calculations:
she is an ethical and religious force, an
uncompromising element in our being, as dangerous
in her way as Creon, whom she persistently challenges
and provokes.

(3) Without Antigone, we could attain a quieter, more
realistic world. The Creons might respect one
another’s spheres of influence if the instability of
idealism were to cease to present, inside their own
dominions, a threat to law and order.

It was the Protestant Ulsterman Tom Paulin who pointed
out that the last extract had been dropped from the
reprinting of the speech in States of Ireland. This was
because, or so he dryly suggested, the “Loyalist”
pogroms had intervened between the giving of the
speech and its publication. As Paulin added:

In recommending Ismene’s common sense he is really
supporting Creon’s rule of law. It is as though a future
member of Creon’s think-tank can be spotted hiding
behind the unfortunate Ismene.

That prediction, made in 1980, prefigures O’Brien’s
increasing willingness to see “status quo” or “backlash”
violence as part of the natural order. Ismene, finally,
sided with Antigone. Creon’s advisers must in the end
rely on their own arguments.

THE PROPAGANDA value of representing politics as a

series of “sieges” is largely (I don’t say solely) a
recruitment of sympathy for embattled colons in three
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loosely related cases of which O’Brien has personal
experience. It is an ahistorical, emotional metaphor,
which has the effect of translating elites into minorities
and absolving them while one’s attention is elsewhere. It
also leaves out—in all three cases—the truly besieged.
By this I don’t mean the Catholics of the Six Counties,
the Africans of South Africa, or the Arabs of Palestine,
all of whom are demonstrably the disadvantaged parties
in the present state(s) of affairs. I mean the many brave
Ulstermen, Israelis, and South Africans who have, for
generations, confronted their own tribes with criticism,
opposition, and argument from within. The “besiegers,”
in O’Brien’s weird inversion of things, may suffer from
fanaticism and messianism. But can this not also be said
of the Broederbond, the Orange Order, and the Gush
Emunim? There was a time when the internal dissidents,
living in continuous danger and exposed to repeated
assault and calumny, would have commanded O’Brien’s
support. But in all the voluminous sentimentality of his
recent books and essays, he has found no space to
mention Bram Fischer or Breyten Breytenbach, Meir
Pa’il or Boaz Evron, Miriam Daly or David Turnley. The
mere mention of I. F. Stone in his acknowledgments to
The Siege comes with the dull quip “Health Warning
there, on this particular subject.” Perhaps O’Brien might
soon give us an essay entitled “The Quarantine,” in
which dissidents would be excluded altogether and only
the agonies of the potentates would be considered at all.
He seemed to be moving in this direction in a December
1985 New Republic article which, in a near-parody of the
then-regnant Reaganite style, proposed:
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If surrender, or partial surrender, to the terrorist
organization is excluded, then the only real alternative
is to shut up about political solutions and treat the
problem entirely as one of security. But even that is
now much more difficult as a result of years of “peace
processing,” including vast international media
attention for terrorists, and the encouragement given
to known terrorists by international organizations, by
many governments, both democratic and non-
democratic, and by high spiritual authorities.

That could have been James Burnham on a bad day, or
the Committee for the Free World on an average one.
But O’Brien is not quite ready, yet, to indulge his taste
for low company to that extent. Just as the reactionary
crew was closing in on him, avid for a new defector and
keen to shine in the reflection of his superior style,
O’Brien made a sideways leap. He began to write,
consistently and with some verve, against the proxy war
waged by the United States on Nicaragua. Careful
reading of his article on the question shows a certain
consistency with his other contributions. Nicaragua does
not properly belong in the “besieged” category that
exists in the O’Brien imagination, because it is insurgent.
But, then again, it cannot by any device of propaganda
be represented credibly as a besieger. And, even in
O’Brien’s most slippery defense of the conservative
elites in Ulster, Isracl, and South Africa, there is still the
indignant echo of an Irishman opposed to the coercion of
small nations.

In fact, his lengthiest essay on the matter, published from
his Atlantic pulpit in August 1986, took the form of a
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rebuke to the Nicaraguan Catholic hierarchy. The rebuke
was polite and measured, containing none of the abuse or
innuendo which O’Brien now reserves for the fellow
travelers of besiegers, but it was firm. As he pointed out,
in Nicaragua the patron of the opposition, both legal and
illegal, is Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo. And, despite
the fact that Obando displays all the learning and
subtlety of a village priest under Vichy, he is a cardinal
by the express wish of Pope John Paul II. And John Paul
II has one main aim, according to O’Brien:

—to reassert the magisterium: the teaching authority
and discipline of the Universal Church, under the
Successor of Peter.

In other words, to put Central America back under the
sway of those who had, before Vatican II, bullyragged
O’Brien’s widowed mother and pilloried Parnell.
Against this, also according to O’Brien:

Putting the thing another way, and invoking the name
of another reformer, Managua is a potential Geneva
for Latin America.

No need to speculate about the Irish influence on those
two apercus; O’Brien while in Managua spent much
time interviewing pro-Sandinista Irish missionaries and
pointed out with some glee that Irish people had always
ignored the Holy Father when it came to contraception.
So eager was he to point out the feebleness of Vatican
doctrine that he overpraised the callow sacraments of the
so-called Church of the Poor and forgot for the moment
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that he had baited radical Christians in his South Africa
article by saying, fatuously:

The invention of apartheid was a major achievement
of liberation theology.

O’Brien’s teasing is worth a separate essay; he adores to
madden radicals by pointing out, for instance, that the
Irish Republicans used to support the Boers. But the
teasing, like the sober analysis, is all of a piece. The
piece is an Irish piece, and it comes from Edmund
Burke, whom so many conservative snobs imagine to
have been an English gentleman. O’Brien is actually
rather more like Burke than like Griboyedov. He once, in
introducing an edition of the Reflections on the
Revolution in France, distinguished three separate
Burkean styles:

(1) There is what one might call the Whig manner:
rational, perspicacious, businesslike... . It is a tone
well-adapted to its purpose, which is that of
convincing people who have a great deal to lose that
certain

policies are, and other policies are not, in accordance
with their interests.

(2) Burke’s second manner might be called Jacobite:
both Gothic and pathetic... . Once one is aware of this
reserve of underlying emotion, even the more prosaic
parts of the argument take on a more formidable
sonority.
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(3) Burke’s third manner is a peculiar kind of furious
irony. Irony is a marked characteristic of Irish writing;
I have argued elsewhere that the Irish predicament,
with its striking contrast between pretences and
realities, has been unusually favorable to the
development of this mode of expression. (Introduction
to Burke’s Reflections, 1969)

O’Brien’s early works, especially the essays in Writers
and Politics and the books on Katanga, Parnell, and
Camus, show the first and the third manners in a
pleasing apposition. But there was always the trapdoor
of the second, waiting to fall open and drop him into a
pit of Gothic pathos and sonority. Despite promptings
and reminders from his alter ego, the Burke who informs
O’Brien today is most often the Burke who dwelt on
banal realism and pompously instructed us that “the
nature of things is a sturdy adversary.” This application
of Burke, in its turn, undoubtedly eases the task of telling
the besiegers, and reassuring the besieged, that they have
no choice: that things must be as they must be. This is
why, to put it squarely, it has become less and less of a
pleasure to quote O’Brien on anything.

In the end, that shyly expressed preference for “liberal
values” over revolution is deceptive. Many people don’t
have such a choice, and those who do can quite easily
find themselves sacrificing the “liberal values” in the
battle against revolutionaries. O’Brien won’t be the first
intellectual to take that route, if he opts for it as he seems
to have done. But let him ponder his own verdict on
Burke the Irishman:
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The contradictions in Burke’s position enrich his
eloquence, extend its range, deepen its pathos,
heighten its fantasy and make possible its strange
appeal to “men of liberal temper.” On this
interpretation,

part of his power to penetrate the processes of a
revolution derives from a suppressed sympathy with
revolution, combined with an intuitive grasp of the
subversive possibilities of counter-revolutionary
propaganda, as affecting the established order in the
land of his birth... . For him the forces of revolution
and the counter-revolution exist not only in the world
at large but also within himself.

(Grand Street, Spring 1987)

*A UN character in Murderous Angels is described as “a
troublemaker ... Clever. Bumptious. Talks too much.
The British say he’s a communist, but they just mean
that he’s Irish.”

*As, of course, do many nationalist Irish and the actual
majority of the population of South Africa.

READING TO BORGES

This is my country and it might be yet,
But something came between us and the sun.

AS THE OLD MAN threw off these lines, he turned his
blind, smiling face to me and asked, “Do they still read
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much Edmund Blunden in England?” 1 was unsure of
what might give pleasure, but pretty certain in saying
that Blunden was undergoing one of his eclipses. “What
a shame,” said Jorge Luis Borges, “but then you still
have Chesterton. I used to live in Kensington, you know.
What a writer. Such a pity he became a Catholic.”

The changes of pace in a conversation with Borges
seemed alarming at the time, but in retrospect showed
nothing but one’s own nervousness. He was always
searching for a mutually agreeable topic, and seemed at
times to fear that it was he, lonely, sightless, and
claustrated, who might be the dull partner in chat. When
he found a subject that would please, he began to bubble
and grin, and even to tease.

I had made my way to Maipu 994, near the Plaz San
Martin, and found apartment 6B after a great deal of
discouragement. Argentine government

officials, usually so quick to sing of the splendors of
their country, became curiously diminuendo when 1
asked if Borges was well enough to receive visitors. “He
does not welcome guests, Sefior. He does not welcome
invitations either. It is better not to trouble him.” At last I
simply dialed his number, imagined him working his
way across the room as it rang, and was rewarded with
an invitation to call upon him.

This was at the height of General Videla’s pogrom
against dissent, and I had already learned that a private
telephone conversation in Buenos Aires was a difficult
thing to have. Borges didn’t care about this, partly
because he heartily approved of the generals then in
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power. He gave me the couplet from Blunden as an
instance of his feeling for Juan Perdn, the vulgar mobster
who had persecuted him and his family. But we didn’t
touch upon this until much later. He wanted to discuss
English and Spanish as mediums of literature. “I was
speaking Spanish and English before there were any
such languages. Do you know that in Mexico they say, |
am seeing you’ when they mean, ‘I will see you’? I find
the translation of the present into the future very
ingenious. But when I think of the Bible I think of King
James. And most of my reading is in English.”

He had a great respect for Martin Fierro, the demotic
gaucho epic that is the distinctive Argentine ballad. And
he had a feeling for the folklore of the country’s
numerous and futile wars. But he disliked the ornate
pageantry that sometimes substituted for tradition in
Buenos Aires, “the showy pomp and circumstance—the
hypocrisy.” His religion, he said, was Presbyterian if
anything, and he had some Portuguese Jewish influence
in his family. It was this latter aspect that had helped stir
the malice of Peron and, though he did not realize it, was
the reason for the coolness of General Videla’s people as
well.

Back to England. “I began to learn Old English when I
went blind in 1955, and it helped me to write ‘The
Library of Babel.” I made a special pilgrimage to
Lichfield once, because of Dr. Johnson. But I hated
Stratford.” “Did you learn Old Norse?” “No, not really,
that is—no. But would you read me some Kipling?”
“With pleasure.” “Then make it ‘The Harp Song of the
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Dane Women.” And please read it slowly. I like to take
long, long sips.”

What is a woman that you forsake her,
And the hearth fire and the home acre,
To go with that old, grey widow-maker ...

When I had finished he sat for a while and said, “Kipling
was not really appreciated in his own time because all
his peers were socialists. Will you come and read me
more Kipling tomorrow?” I said yes.

Next day I led him down a spiral staircase on my arm,
and took him to lunch. He talked of how reverse and
obverse were the same to him, so that infinity was
almost banal. He said that he always felt utterly lost
when he was dreaming, which was perhaps the source of
the recurrent labyrinth in his writing. I asked him why he
had always been so polite about Pablo Neruda, and he
replied that while he much preferred Gabriel Garcia
Marquez, he didn’t want anyone to think that he was
jealous of Neruda’s Nobel Prize for literature. “Though
when you see who has had it—Shaw, Faulkner. Still, I
would grab it. I feel greedy.” He said later that “not
giving me the Nobel Prize is a minor Swedish industry.”

I read him lots more Kipling and Chesterton until the
time came to part. Could I come back again? Alas, I had
to fly to Chile that evening. “Ah, well, if you see General
Pinochet, please present him with my compliments. He
was good enough once to award me a prize, and I
consider him a gentleman.” I don’t remember what I
answered to that, but I do remember that it made a
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perfect match with the rest of his general conversation.
He delighted in saying that the Videla government was
one of “gentlemen rather than pimps.” He explained to
me the precise etymology of the Argentine slang for
pimp, which was canfinflero or, as he also relished
saying, “cunter.” Though he was aloof from the Cold
War (“Why should we choose between two second-rate
countries?”) he loathed the idea of the mob and the
many-headed. For him, English literature was a respite
from all that. “My ‘Dr. Brodie’s Report’ is taken from
Swift. And ‘Death and the Compass’ is like Conan
Doyle in 3-D.”

Long before war broke out between his homeland and
his beloved England (words like “folk” and “kin”
recurred in his talk), Borges had seen through the Videla
regime. He had signed a public protest about the 15,000
disappeared, which was perhaps the more powerful for
having been so belated. He had spoken against the idea
of a macho war with Chile over the stupid issue of the
Beagle Channel. And his poem deploring the Falklands
was as ironic and eloquent as anything written in Buenos
Aires could afford to be. For a man who told me that “I
spend my days alone, in daydreams and the evolution of
plots,” he was astoundingly alive to “the outside” and
peculiarly ready to take risks. I can never hear the sneer
about “ivory towers” without reflecting that Borges, who
was confined to one by his blindness, managed to make
honorable amendments to his cherished point of view.

As I left him, he said he would like to give me a present.

I made the usual awkward disclaimers about how he
shouldn’t think of such a thing but he pressed on and
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recited a poem which he told me I would not forget.
Looking me in the eye, as it were, he said:

What man has bent o’er his son’s sleep, to brood
How that face shall watch his when cold it lies?
Or thought, as his own mother kissed his eyes,
Of what her kiss was when his father wooed?

This remains the only Dante Gabriel Rossetti sonnet I
can unfailingly recall.

(The Spectator, June 21, 1986)
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THE CHORUS AND CASSANDRA

IN HIS IMPERISHABLE Treatise on the Art of Political
Lying, published in 1714, Dr. John Arbuthnot laid down
a standard for falsifiers and calumniators that has yet to
be excelled:

Detractory or defamatory lies should not be quite
opposite to the qualities the person is supposed to
have. Thus it will not be found according to the sound
rules of pseudology to report of a pious and religious
prince that he neglects his devotions and would
introduce heresy; but you may report of a merciful
prince that he has pardoned a criminal who did not
deserve it.

Sixteen years ago I went to the Examination Schools at
Oxford University to hear Professor Noam Chomsky
deliver the John Locke Lectures. The series was chiefly
concerned with modern theories of grammar, syntax, and
linguistics, but Chomsky attached a condition which the
syndics of the university could not easily decline. He
insisted on devoting one entire, self-contained lecture to
the American war in Indochina and to the collusion of
“academic experts” in an enterprise which was, he
maintained, debauching America even as it savaged
Vietnam.

Several things intrigued me about the stipulation. First, I
liked the way Chomsky separated his political statement
from his obligation as a guest lecturer rather than, as was
and is the style at Oxford, pretending to objectivity while
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larding the discourse with heavily sarcastic political
“pointers.” There was no imported agenda of the kind
one got from Hugh Trevor-Roper, Max Beloff, or John
Sparrow. Second, I was impressed by his insistence,
which was the inverse of the shifty practice of Tory and
liberal

scholars, that academics could and should have a role in
political life but should state their allegiance squarely. It
had, after all, been only a few months since Gilbert Ryle
had told us, as we clamored about the crushing of
Czechoslovakia, “What can we do? We are philosophers,
not lifeboat men.” That there was something wrong with
the Rylean bleat I was certain. What it was, I was not
sure. Chomsky seemed to suggest that you need not
politicize the academy in order to take a stand, but that if
you did not take a stand, then you were being silent
about a surreptitious politicization of it. To the hundreds
of us who broke the habit of many terms and for once
attended lectures consistently and on time, he seemed to
have a measured, unshakable, but still passionate manner
that contrasted rather well with the ardent ultraleft
confusion and the creepy conservative evasions that
were competing at the time.

Still, Chomsky was unmistakably on the left, though he
scorned the sectarians and the know-alls. In those days,
also, you could read him everywhere; his name had a
kind of cachet. He was interviewed with respect on
television and radio, though more often abroad than in
America. He was a seminal contributor to The New York
Review of Books. His predictions about a widening of the
Indochina war, and a consequent narrowing of the
choices between a Sovietization of the peninsula and an
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utter devastation of it, now seem almost banal in their
accuracy. Nineteen sixty-nine was before Nixon’s
“madman theory,” before Kissinger’s “decent interval,”
before the Christmas bombing, the Church Committee,
the “plumbers,” and all the rest of it. Tumultuous as it
seemed at the time, the period in retrospect appears an
age of innocence. The odd thing—and I wonder why it
didn’t occur to me more forcefully then—was that, the
more Chomsky was vindicated, the less he seemed to
command “respect.” To the extent that I reflected about
this at all, I put it down to shifts in fashion
(“Chomsky?—a sixties figure”), to the crisis undergone
by many superficial antiwar commentators when the
American war was succeeded by Spartan regimes (of
which more later), and to the fact that Chomsky had
started to criticize the Israelis, seldom a prudent course
for those seeking the contemplative life.

*

AS “WOUND HEALING” went on in American society, and
as we were being bidden to a new age where “self-doubt
and self-criticism” were things of the past, and just as |
was wondering whether one would admire an individual
who had put self-doubt and self-criticism behind him,
Oxford struck back at Noam Chomsky. In the 1983
Biographical Companion to Modern Thought, edited by
Alan Bullock, there appeared a 550-word entry under
Chomsky, Avram Noam. Of these 550 words, the most
immediately arresting were those which maintained that
he had
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forfeited authority as a political commentator by a
series of actions widely regarded as ill-judged
(repeated polemics minimising the Khmer Rouge
atrocities in Cambodia; endorsement of a
book—which Chomsky admitted he had not
read—that denied the historical reality of the Jewish
Holocaust).

The piece was written by Geoffrey Sampson, an
academic nonentity who made various other incautious
allegations and who later, while engaged in an exchange
with my friend Alexander Cockburn [7he Nation,
December 22, 1984, and March 2, 1985], strolled into
the propellers and was distributed into such fine particles
that he has never been heard from again.

Elsewhere in his entry, Sampson alluded foolishly to
“relationships between the academic and political sides
of Chomsky’s thought,” going so far as to say that
“Chomsky has sometimes made such links explicit, for
instance in arguing that Lockean empiricist philosophy
paved the way for imperialism,” and concluding lamely
that “recently, however, Chomsky has insisted on a rigid
separation between the two aspects of his work.” This,
insofar as it was not a simple-minded non sequitur, I
knew to be flatly untrue from my attendance at the John
Locke Lectures in 1969. In a 1985 article in The New
Criterion, Sampson made an equally false claim about
threats of legal action against his person from Chomsky,
succeeded in convincing only its editor, the too-
credulous Hilton Kramer, and the undiscriminating
Martin Peretz, of The New Republic, of his veracity, was
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made to apologize by Cockburn, and, as [ said,
disappeared like breath off a razor blade.

My curiosity was ignited, not at first by the debate over
the integrity of the Bullock crib, but by the fact that
anything so cavalier and crude had been published at all.
Bullock and his deputies are nothing if not respecters of
persons. And we live in a world where fact checkers,
subeditors, and (except for people like Chomsky, who
eschew them on principle) libel lawyers work mightily to
protect reputations on both sides of the Atlantic. How
came it that Noam Chomsky, among the few Americans
of his generation to lay claim to the title of original
thinker, could be treated in such an ofthand way? As I
later found, Chomsky had written to a stoically
indifferent Bullock:

If you would have the time or interest to look into the
matter, I would be intrigued to hear your opinion
about what the reaction would be wunder the
circumstance that such scurrilous lies were to appear
in a biographical dictionary—or were to be published
in a book by a reputable publisher such as Oxford or
Fontana—about a person who is not known as a
political dissident.*

All this began to interest me at about the turn of the New
Year. In the following weeks, without even trying, I was
able to glean the following merely

from the journals and papers to which I subscribe in the
ordinary way:
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As the Khmer Rouge were about to take over, Noam
Chomsky wrote that their advent heralded a
Cambodian liberation, “a new era of economic
development and social justice” (David Horowitz and
Peter Collier, The Washington Post Sunday Magazine,
April 8, 1985)

To justify his assertion that American political science
is corrupt (a very serious charge), he [Philip Grant]
quotes from Noam Chomsky and other supporters of
the North Vietnamese cause in the Vietnam war, who
attacked those leaders of political science in America
who were either impartial in their attitude to that war
or were sympathetic to the cause of South Vietnam.
(Professor Maurice Cranston, Letters, The Times
Literary Supplement, April 5, 1985)

Who among them [leaders of the antiwar movement]
has been willing to suggest that the murder of a
million or more Cambodians by the Khmer Rouge
might have been averted if American military force
had not been removed from Indochina? If any of them
spoke out this way, I missed it. But I did hear Noam
Chomsky seek to prove the Cambodian genocide
hadn’t happened.

(Fred Barnes, Senior Editor, The New Republic, April

29, 1985)

Nor was this all. Without digging very much further, I
found that the London Spectator had just published an
article by Richard West on September 29, 1984, which
lustily indicted
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the Communists and their apologists in the West like
the odious Noam Chomsky. When Vietnam invaded
Cambodia and let the world see the proof and
magnitude of the Khmer Rouge crime, the Chomskys
were able to turn to Sideshow for an explanation: the
Khmer Rouge were the creation of Nixon and
Kissinger. The atrocities in Cambodia were used to
justify not only the Vietnamese invasion but their
remaining as an occupying power.

This comment appeared in a review of The Quality of
Mercy, which, like Sideshow, was written by William
Shawcross. On page 55 of The Quality of Mercy, which
was published in the fall of 1984, appears the following,
as an explanation of relative Western indifference toward
the Calvary in Cambodia. Of the assumed indifference,
Shawcross wrote:

Through 1976 and 1977 and especially in 1978 the
Western press’s coverage of Cambodia increased.
Nonetheless, the issue never reached critical mass. I
did not write enough myself. And there was no
broadly based campaign of protest in the West as there
was, say, over abuses of human rights in Chile.

One reason for this was the skepticism (to use a mild
word) displayed by the Western left toward the stories
coming out of Democratic Kampuchea. That skepticism
was most fervently and frequently expressed by Noam
Chomsky, the linguistic  philosopher at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He asserted that
from the moment of the Khmer Rouge victory in 1975
the Western press collaborated with Western and anti-
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Communist Asian governments, notably Thailand, to
produce a “vast and unprecedented” campaign of
propaganda against the Khmer Rouge.

It seems that Chomsky is impaled on some kind of
inquisitional fork here. He is accused of leaning on
Shawcross, who in turn accuses him of culpable
complacency, if not outright intellectual complicity.
Then there is the bland assertion by the editors of The
New Republic, on December 24, 1984:

This is also a very old controversy, which Mr.
Chomsky has sought to confuse over the years by
tossing adjectives like “brazen” and “scurrilous” at
critics who recognize both Pol Pot’s crimes and the
efforts to whitewash the Nazi genocide for what they
are.

After reading which, Martin Peretz’s flat assertion earlier
that Noam Chomsky’s views are “quite mad” seems a
mere grace note. Reaching for the denunciation of last
resort, Peretz yelled that “even in circles which had once
revered him, Mr. Chomsky is now seen as a crank and an
embarrassment.”

As I said, I found all these references with no more effort
than it takes to keep up with “the weeklies.” And I can
count William Shawcross and Richard West among my
friends, The Spectator and The Times Literary
Supplement among my employers, David Horowitz and
Fred Barnes among my distant nodding acquaintances.
No real “research,” in other words, was needed to amass
these confident citations. But a little work was required
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to establish a small fact. Not one of the extracts quoted
above, whether you take them “in their context” or out of
it, contains any approximation to the truth. I lay down
my pen and look at what I have just written. Have I the
blind spot or have they? Have I discounted enough for
my own prejudices? Should I say here that Noam
Chomsky once gave a book of mine a very decent
review? That I have met him three times and found him
sane? All these allowances made, I still maintain that we
are in the territory so deftly mapped by Dr.
Arbuthnot—and by Ryszard Kapuscinski in Shah of
Shahs:

What should one write to ruin an adversary? The best
thing is to prove that he is not one of us—the stranger,
alien, foreigner. To this

end we create the category of the true family. We
here, you and I, the authorities, are a true family. We
live in unity, among our own kind. We have the same
roof over our heads, we sit at the same table, we know
how to get along with each other, how to help each
other out. Unfortunately, we are not alone.

The gravamen of the bill against Noam Chomsky is this.
That, first, he did euphemize and minimize the horrors of
the Khmer Rouge. That, second, he did “endorse” or
otherwise recommend a pamphlet or paper that sought to
prove the Nazi Holocaust a fiction. That, third, he is an
enemy of the Jewish state and a friend to footpads and
terrorists of every stripe. This is what “everybody
knows” about the lonely, derided linguist who no doubt
blames America first and is a self-hating Jew into the
bargain. Never was an open society better insulated from
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dissent. In Britain, he would be dismissed as “brilliant
but unsound; doesn’t know when to stop.” In the United
States, it takes a little more than that to encompass the
destruction of a reputation.

The best procedure must be the tedious one: to take the
accusations in order, and to put them at their strongest.
Let me arrange them as did Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
with the suspicions uppermost.

THE CASE OF THE CAMBODIAN GENOCIDE

David Horowitz and Peter Collier were wrong, in the
syndicated article announcing their joint conversion to
neoconservatism, to say that Chomsky hailed the advent
of the Khmer Rouge as “a new era of economic
development and social justice.” The Khmer Rouge took
power in 1975. In 1972, Chomsky wrote an introduction
to Dr. Malcolm Caldwell’s collection of interviews with
Prince Norodom Sihanouk. In this introduction, he
expressed not the prediction but the pious hope that
Sihanouk and his supporters might preserve Cambodia
for “a new era of economic development and social
justice.” You could say that this was naive of Chomsky,
who did not predict the 1973 carpet-bombing campaign
or the resultant rise of a primitive, chauvinist guerrilla
movement. But any irony here would

appear to be at the expense of Horowitz and Collier. And
the funny thing is that, if they had the words right, they
must have had access to the book. And if they had access
to the book ... Well, many things are forgiven those who
see the error of their formerly radical ways.
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The Richard West-William Shawcross fork also proves,
on investigation, to be blunt in both prongs. Chomsky
and Shawcross have this much in common: that they
both argue for and demonstrate the connection between
the Nixon-Kissinger bombing and derangement of
Cambodian society and the nascence of the Khmer
Rouge. It is not the case that Chomsky borrowed this
idea from Shawcross, however. He first went to press on
the point in 1972, seven years before Sideshow was
published, with an account supplied by the American
correspondent Richard Dudman of the Stz. Louis Post-
Dispatch. Dudman is one of the few people to have been
both a prisoner of the Khmer Rouge and a chronicler of
his own detention. His testimony indicated a strong
connection between American tactics in the countryside
of Cambodia and the recruitment of peasants to the
guerrilla side. (Imagine the strain of composing an
account that denied such a connection.)

This more or less disposes of West, who has simply got
the order of things the wrong way about and added some
random insults. The case of Shawcross is more
complicated. In his The Quality of Mercy, he quotes
three full paragraphs apparently from Chomsky’s pen,
though he does not give a source. The three paragraphs
do not express ‘“skepticism” about the massacres in
Cambodia, but they do express reservations about some
of the accounts of them. They also argue that the advent
of the Khmer Rouge should be seen in the historical
context of the much less ballyhooed American aerial
massacres a few years earlier—a point which the author
of Sideshow is in a weak position to scorn. Finally, the
three paragraphs convey a sardonic attitude toward those
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who claim that it “took courage” to mention the Khmer
Rouge atrocities at all.

But mark the sequel. The three paragraphs as quoted do
not appear anywhere. They are rudely carpentered
together, without any ellipses to indicate gaps in the
attribution, from the “summary” and introduction to
volume 1 of The Political Economy of Human Rights,
which was written

by Noam Chomsky and Professor Edward Herman of the
Wharton School of Business. The book went to press in
1979, after the forcible overthrow of the Pol Pot regime.
Thus, even if the paragraphs were quoted and sourced
properly, and even if they bore the construction that
Shawcross puts on them, they could hardly have
contributed to the alleged indifference of civilized
opinion “throughout 1976 and 1977 and especially in
1978 or inhibited the issue from reaching “critical
mass.” Since Shawcross lists the book, with its date, in
his bibliography, the discrepancy can hardly be due to
ignorance.

As for the gratuitous insinuation about protest over
Chile, I can’t help recording that one of the anti-Khmer
Rouge blockbusters with which the American public was
regaled came in TV Guide (circulation 19 million) in
April 1977 and was written by Ernest Lefever. Lefever
had earlier told Congress that it should be more
“tolerant” of the “mistakes” of the Pinochet regime “in
attempting to clear away the devastation of the Allende
period.” He also wrote, in The Miami Herald, of the
“remarkable freedom of expression” enjoyed in the new
Chile. In 1981, Lefever proved too farouche to secure
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nomination as Reagan’s Under Secretary for Human
Rights.

William Shawcross enjoys his reputation for honesty.
And so I have had to presume that his book represents
his case at its most considered. Why, then, if he has
room for three paragraphs “from” Chomsky and
Herman, does he not quote the equally accessible
sentences, published in The Nation on June 25, 1977,
where they describe Father Francois Ponchaud’s
Cambodia: Year Zero as “serious and worth reading,”
with its “grisly account of what refugees have reported
to him about the barbarity of their treatment at the hands
of the Khmer Rouge™?

Chomsky and Herman were engaged in the admittedly
touchy business of distinguishing evidence from
interpretation. They were doing so in the aftermath of a
war which had featured tremendous, organized, official
lying and many cynical and opportunist “bloodbath”
predictions, There was and is no argument about mass
murder in Cambodia: there is still argument about
whether the number of deaths, and the manner in which
they were inflicted, will warrant the use of the term
“genocide” or even “autogenocide.” Shawcross pays an
implicit homage to this distinction,

a few pages later, when he admits that Jean Lacouture, in
his first “emotional” review of Father Ponchaud, greatly
exaggerated the real number of Khmer Rouge
executions. These errors, writes Shawcross, “were seized
upon by Noam Chomsky, who circulated them widely.
In a subsequent issue of The New York Review,
Lacouture corrected himself. Not all of those who had

113



reported his mea culpa published his corrections.
Chomsky used the affair as part of his argument that the
media were embarked on an unjustified blitz against the
Khmer Rouge.”

If this paragraph has any internal coherence—and I have
given it in its entirety—it must lead the reader to suppose
that Chomsky publicized Lacouture’s mea culpa without
acknowledging his corrections. But in The Political
Economy of Human Rights there is an exhaustive
presentation of the evolution of Lacouture’s position,
including both his mea culpa and his corrections and
adding some complimentary remarks about his work.
Incidentally, Lacouture reduced his own estimate of
deaths from “two million” to “thousands or hundreds of
thousands.” Is this, too, “minimization of atrocities”?

Ironies here accumulate at the expense of Chomsky’s
accusers. A close analysis of Problems of Communism
and of the findings of State Department intelligence and
many very conservative Asia specialists will yield a
figure of deaths in the high hundreds of thousands.
Exorbitant figures (i.e. those oscillating between two and
three million) are current partly because Radio Moscow
and Radio Hanoi now feel free to denounce the Pol Pot
forces (which now, incredibly, receive official American
recognition) in the most abandoned fashion. Chomsky
wrote that, while the Vietnamese invasion and
occupation could be understood, it could not be justified.
May we imagine what might be said about his
complicity with Soviet-bloc propaganda if he were now
insisting on the higher figure? For both of these failures
to conform, he has been assailed by Leopold Labedz in
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Encounter, who insists on three million as a sort of
loyalty test, but, since that magazine shows a distinct
reluctance to correct the untruths it publishes—as I can
testify from my own experience—its readers have not
been exposed to a reply.

Chomsky and Herman wrote that “the record of
atrocities in Cambodia

is substantial and often gruesome.” They even said,
“When the facts are in, it may turn out that the more
extreme condemnations were in fact correct.” The facts
are now more or less in, and it turns out that the two
independent writers were as close to the truth as most,
and closer than some. It may be distasteful, even
indecent, to argue over “body counts,” whether the
bodies are Armenian, Jewish, Cambodian, or (to take a
case where Chomsky and Herman were effectively alone
in their research and their condemnation) Timorese. But
the count must be done, and done seriously, if later
generations are not to doubt the whole slaughter on the
basis of provable exaggerations or inventions.

Maurice Cranston’s letter to The Times Literary
Supplement, with its unexamined assumption that
Chomsky was a partisan of North Vietnam, falls apart
with even less examination. In 1970, Chomsky wrote up
his tour of the region for 7he New York Review of Books
and said:

It is conceivable that the United States may be able to
break the will of the popular movements in the
surrounding countries, perhaps even destroy the
National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, by
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employing the vast resources of violence and terror at
its disposal. If so, it will create a situation in which,
indeed, North Vietnam will necessarily dominate
Indochina, for no other viable society will remain.

I think of that article whenever I read wised-up Western
newsmen who dwell upon the “ironic” fact that the
North Vietnamese, not the NLF, now hold power in Ho
Chi Minh City. It takes real ingenuity to blame this on
the antiwar movement, but, with a little creative amnesia
and a large helping of self-pity for the wounds inflicted
by the war (on America), the job can be plausibly done.

Finally, to Fred Barnes, recruited to The New Republic
from The Baltimore Sun and The American Spectator. 1
wrote to him on the day that his article appeared, asking
to know where he heard Chomsky say such a thing. I
received no reply until I was able to ask for it in person
two months later. I then asked him to place it in writing.
It read as follows:

I sat next to Noam Chomsky at a seminar at Lippmann
House (of the Nieman Foundation) of Harvard
University in Cambridge, Mass., in 1978. On the
matter of genocide in Cambodia, the thrust of what he
said was that there was no evidence of mass murder
there. As I recall, he was rather adamant on the point.
He had, by this time, I believe, written a letter or two
to The New York Review of Books making the same
point. Chomsky seemed to believe that tales of
holocaust in Cambodia were so much propaganda. He
said, on another point, that there was an effort
underway to rewrite the history of the Indochinese
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war—in a way more favorable to the U.S. Perhaps he
thought the notion of genocide in Cambodia was part
of that effort.

Since this meeting took place in the year after Chomsky
and Herman had written their Nation article, and in the
year when they were preparing The Political Economy of
Human Rights, we can probably trust the documented
record at least as much as Mr. Barnes’s recollection. And
there was no letter from Chomsky about Cambodia in
The New York Review of Books. It is interesting, and
perhaps suggestive, that Barnes uses the terms
“genocide,” “holocaust,” and “mass murder” as if they
were interchangeable. His last two sentences
demonstrate just the sort of cuteness for which his
magazine is becoming famous.

Here is the story, as far as I can trace it, of Chomsky’s
effort to “minimize” or “deny” the harvest of the Khmer
Rouge. It will be seen that the phony “credibility” of the
charge against him derives from his /ack of gullibility
about the American mass killings in Indochina (routinely
euphemized or concealed by large sections of the
domestic intelligentsia). From this arises the idea that
Chomsky might have said such things; was the sort of
person who could decline to criticize “the other side”;
was a well-known political extremist. Couple this with
the slothful ease of the accusation, the reluctance of
numerous respectable magazines to publish corrections,
and the anxiety of certain authors to prove that they are
not unpatriotic dupes, and you have a scapegoat in the
making. Dr. Arbuthnot
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was right. Nobody would believe that Chomsky
advocated a massacre. But they might be brought to
believe that he excused or overlooked one.

THE CASE OF THE NEGATED HOLOCAUST

Here, Dr. Arbuthnot gives way to Ryszard Kapuscinski.
The tactic is not to circulate a part-untruth so much as it
is to associate the victim with an unpardonable “out
group,” against which preexisting revulsion and
contempt can be mobilized.

My tutor at Oxford was Dr. Steven Lukes, a brilliant and
humane man with an equal commitment to scholarship
and to liberty. His books on Durkheim, on power, on
utopianism, and on Marxism and morality are, as people
tend to say, landmarks in their field. He took me as his
guest to one of Chomsky’s private seminars in that
spring of 1969. When, in 1980, he told me that Chomsky
had written an introduction to a book by a Nazi
apologist, and that the book described the extermination
of the Jews as a Zionist lie, I was thunderstruck. Like
Noam Chomsky, Steven Lukes is Jewish. Like
Chomsky, he was and is much opposed to the usurpation
of Israel by the heirs of Jabotinsky. But this seemed
incomprehensible. The political rights of hateful persons
was one question (rather a vexed one in the British case,
where the police and not the courts usually decide who
may or may not speak in public), but keeping company
with them was quite another. More, it appeared that
Chomsky had dignified this character’s book with a
preface and had not even bothered to read the text he
was decorating. I admit that I allowed myself a reflection
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or two about the potentially harmful effects on Chomsky
of his political and personal isolation on the Middle East.

When I began to write this article, I wrote to Lukes at
Balliol and asked him to furnish me with the background
material to [’affaire Faurisson. I also pursued all the
other references in print. I do not read French very well,
but I have studied Nadine Fresco’s famous article “The
Denial of the Dead,” adapted in Dissent from Les Temps
Modernes; Pierre Vidal-Naquet’s “A Paper Eichmann?”
reprinted in Democracy, and Arno J. Mayer’s
“Explorations” column on the same theme in the same
magazine. There is also Paul Berman’s article in The
Village Voice of June 10, 1981, “Gas Chamber Games:
Crackpot History and the Right to Lie,” which is a sort
of macédoine of the first three.

Let us not waste any time on Robert Faurisson. He is an
insanitary figure who maintains contact with neo-Nazi
circles and whose “project” is the rehabilitation, in
pseudoscholarly form, of the Third Reich. How he came
to be appointed in the first place I cannot imagine (from
what I have seen his literary criticism is pitiful), but in
1979 he was a teacher in good standing of French
literature at the University of Lyons. If, like our own
Arthur Butz, who publishes “historical revisionist”
garbage from Northwestern University, he had been left
to stew in his own sty, we might have heard no more of
him. But in that year he published an article entitled
“‘The Problem of the Gas Chambers’ or ‘The Rumor of
Auschwitz.”” The whole appeared in Maurice
Bardeche’s sheet, Défense de [’Occident, and extracts
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were reprinted in Le Monde. Faurisson summarized his
conclusions in a supplement:

(1) Hitler’s “gas chambers” never existed. (2) The
“genocide” (or the “attempted genocide™) of the Jews
never took place; clearly, Hitler never ordered (nor
permitted) that someone be killed for racial or
religious reasons. (3) The alleged “gas chambers” and
the alleged “genocide” are one and the same lie. (4)
This lie, essentially of Zionist origin, permitted a
gigantic politico-financial swindle whose principal
beneficiary is the State of Israel. (5) The principal
victims of this lie and swindle are the Germans and
the Palestinians.

The rest of the “supplement” concerned the sinister ways
in which the media had prevented these truths from
becoming generally known.

I have no idea whether Faurisson hoped to attract
unpleasant attention by the publication of this stuff, but
the consequences were fairly immediate. His sternist
critic, Nadine Fresco, records: “At Lyons, there were
displays of antipathy and Faurisson was lightly molested
by Jewish students. Consequently, the president of the
university chose to suspend his classes.”

Fresco slightly minimizes (if that is the word I want) the
fact that a subsequent suit, brought against Faurisson for
“falsification of history” and for “allowing others” to use
his work for their own fell purposes, was successful and
he was condemned by a French court.
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In the early stages of this process, Chomsky received a
request, from his friend Serge Thion, that he add his
name to a petition upholding Faurisson’s right to free
expression. This, on standard First Amendment grounds
and in company with many others, he did. The resulting
uproar, in which he was accused of defending
Faurisson’s theses, led to another request from Thion.
Would Chomsky write a statement asserting the right to
free speech even in the case of the most loathsome
extremist? To this he also assented, pointing out that it
was precisely such cases that tested the adherence of a
society to such principles and adding in a covering letter
that Thion could make what use of it he wished. At this
stage, only the conservative Alfred Grosser among
French intellectuals had been prepared to say that
Faurisson’s suspension by the University of Lyons set a
bad example of academic courage and independence.
Chomsky’s pedantic recitation of Voltairean principles
would probably have aroused no eomment at all had
Thion not taken rather promiscuous advantage of the
permission to use it as he wished. Without notification to
Chomsky, he added the little essay as an avis to
Faurisson’s pretrial Mémoire en défense.

Chomsky’s seven-page comment received more
attention in the international press, as Paul Berman
noted, than any other piece of work for which he had
been responsible. Let me summarize those reactions,
which are still worth quoting and which are still (when
occasion demands) being repeated:

Poor Chomsky, innocent victim of a quasi-Pavlovian
automatism. Someone mentions “rights”; he signs.
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Someone says “freedom of speech”; he signs. He goes
even further with the famous preface (which is not
really a preface, though it strangely resembles one) to
Faurisson’s Mémoire en défense. The press seized on
the event, and I leave to others the delicate pleasure of
pinpointing the ambiguities and

contradictions that run through Chomsky’s comments
about the preface. But it is important to emphasize that
the Faurisson affair is not an issue of legal rights.

(Nadine Fresco, Dissent, Fall 1981)

Chomsky—who, breaking with his usual pattern,
praised the traditions of American support for civil
liberties ... (Ibid.) Regrettably, Faurisson’s new book
has an unconscionable preface by Noam Chomsky
that is being used to legitimate Faurisson as a bonafide
scholar of the Holocaust. As an unqualified civil
libertarian Chomsky claims—disingenuously—that he
has not read the book he is prefacing!

(Arno J. Mayer, Democracy, April 1981)

Certain people have rallied to Faurisson’s defense for
reasons of principle. A petition that includes several
hundred signatures, among the first those of Noam
Chomsky and Alfred Lilienthal, protests against the
treatment that Faurisson has received. It implicitly
describes his activities as authentic historical research:
“Since 1974, he has been conducting extensive
independent research into the Holocaust question,”
and continues by confirming what is not true, namely,
that “frightened officials have tried to stop him from
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further research by denying him access to public
libraries and archives.” What is scandalous about this
petition is that it doesn’t for one moment ask whether
what Faurisson says is true or false; and it even
describes his findings as though they were the result
of serious historical research. Of course, it can be
contended that everybody has the right to lie and “bear
false witness,” a right that is inseparable from the
liberty of the individual and recognized, in the liberal
tradition, as due the accused for his defense. But the
right that a “false witness” may claim should not be
granted him in the name of truth.

(Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Democracy, April 1981)

Of these criticisms, the most nearly fair seems to me the
one offered by Vidal-Naquet (an early hero of mine
because of his book on torture in

Algeria). But he is wrong on one factual point. Fresco
herself confirmed, and justified, the refusal of certain
archivists and documentation centers to permit access to
Faurisson. And he is at risk in his distinction between
truth and false witness, a distinction which Milton
understood better in Areopagitica when he argued that
the two must be allowed to confront one another if truth
is to prevail. There is therefore no obligation, in
defending or asserting the right to speak, to pass any
comment on the truth or merit of what may be, or is
being, said. This is elementary.

Also rather unsafe is the injunction (employed above

most crudely by Vidal-Naquet’s colleague Arno Mayer)
to be careful of the use that may be made of one’s
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remarks or signatures. Elsewhere in the same essay, for
example, Vidal-Naquet asserts, “In the case of the
genocide of Jews, it is perfectly evident that one of the
Jewish ideologies, Zionism, exploits this terrible
massacre in a way that is at times quite scandalous.”
Scandalous— the same word that he attaches to
Chomsky’s signature on a petition. But he supplies the
corrective himself—*"“that an ideology seizes upon a fact
does not make this fact inexistent.” Precisely. And the
“fact” here is that Chomsky defended not Faurisson’s
work but his right to research and publish it. Vidal-
Naquet undoubtedly knows better than to resort to the
old Stalinist “aid and comfort” ruse. Where, then, is the
core of his objection?

Does this not leave Arno Mayer, also, in some
difficulty? The fact that neo-Nazis may have “seized
upon” Noam Chomsky’s civil-libertarian defense does
not, of itself, make that defense invalid. Or, if it does,
then by himself seizing upon what they have seized
upon, Mayer is “objectively” associating civil-libertarian
principles with the Nazis—an unintended compliment
that the latter scarcely deserve. Vidal-Naquet’s point
about Zionism’s “exploitation” of the Holocaust could, if
cleverly enough ripped from its context, be used to
support point (4) in Faurisson’s “supplement” above.
Who but a malicious falsifier would make such a
confusion as to who was in whose galére?

I wouldn’t accuse any of the critics listed here of

deliberate falsification. But it is nevertheless untrue to
describe Chomsky’s purloined avis as “a preface,” as
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Fresco does on almost a dozen occasions and as Mayer
does

twice. It is also snide, at best, to accuse Chomsky of
“breaking with his wusual pattern” in praising “the
traditions of American support for civil liberty.” He has,
as a matter of record, upheld these traditions more
staunchly than most—speaking up for the right of
extremist academics like Rostow, for example, at a time
during the Vietnam War when some campuses were too
turbulent to accommodate them. It is irrelevant, at least,
to do as Fresco also does and mention Voltaire’s anti-
Semitism. (As absurd a suggestion, in the circumstances,
as the wvulgar connection between Locke and
imperialism.) Would she never quote Voltaire? Finally,
she says that no question of legal rights arises because
the suit against Faurisson was “private.” What difference
does that make? An authoritarian law, giving the state
the right to pronounce on truth, is an authoritarian law
whoever invokes it.

Chomsky can be faulted here on three grounds only.
First, for giving a power of attorney to Serge Thion, who
seems rather a protean and quick-silvery fellow. Second,
for once unguardedly describing Faurisson as “a sort of
relatively apolitical liberal.” Admittedly, this came in the
context of an assertion that Faurisson’s opinions were a
closed book to him; still, all the more reason not to
speculate. The whole point is that Faurisson’s opinions
are not the point. Third, for attempting at the last minute,
when he discovered too late that he was being bound into
the same volume as a work he had not read, to have his
commentary excised. He writes of this that “in the
climate of hysteria among Paris intellectuals it would be
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impossible to distinguish defense of the man’s right to
express his views from endorsement of these views.”
Maybe. But Voltairean precepts involve precisely the
running of that risk.

This is still nothing to do with “endorsement” and
explains the repeated feverish sarcasm with which his
critics claim that he had not “even” read the “endorsed”
volume. Again, the irony would seem to be at their
expense. An unread book is an unendorsed one, unless
one assumes that Chomsky would endorse any
Holocaust revisionist on principle—an allegation so
fantastic that it has not “even” been made. If, by any
action or statement, Chomsky had hinted at sympathy for
Faurisson’s views, I think that we would know about it
by now. The recurring attempt, therefore, to bracket

him with the century’s most heinous movement must be
adjudged a smear. And the wider attempt—to classify all
critics of Israel as infected or compromised with anti-
Semitism—is, of course, itself a trivialization of the
Holocaust.

THE CASE OF THE FORGOTTEN WAR

Chomsky’s evolving position on the Middle East conflict
is the source of much of his unpopularity and (one
sometimes suspects) the cause of much of the spite with
which he is attacked on other issues. But where are the
baying hounds this time? I can offer no lists of critics, no
litany of denunciations. Chomsky wrote a book of more
than 450 pages that was devoted to the United States and
the Lebanese war of 1982, and what do you think? There
was barely a squeak.
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An unreviewed book is no rare thing in the United
States. There is usually some explanation for the
nonevent. The author may be obscure, or the subject
arcane, or the “issue” dead, or the “issue” too widely
covered already. Again, there may be no qualified
reviewer in sight, so that, rather than assign the volume
to an amateur, the books department may blushfully
“pass” on the whole idea. A version of the same
procedure is sometimes followed when no reviewer with
a big enough “name” is on hand. And there are postal
delays, crowded schedules, demands on inelastic space.
Everyone remotely connected with “the trade”
understands this, even when the rough and the smooth
seem to be insufficiently random in their distribution. A
good advertising budget has been known to help, but
nobody is so coarse as to insinuate that it determines
anything much.

These well-known vagaries and mutabilities cannot
explain why, in the fall of 1983, Chomsky’s book The
Fateful Triangle was treated as if it did not exist.
Consider: One of America’s best-known Jewish
scholars, internationally respected, writes a lengthy,
dense, highly documented book about United States
policy in the Levant. The book is acidly critical of Israeli
policy and of the apparently limitless American self-
deception as to its true character. It quotes sources in
Hebrew and French as well as in English. It is published
at a time when hundreds of United States marines

have been felled in Beirut and when the President is
wavering in his commitment, which itself threatens to
become a major election issue. It is the only book of its
scope (we need make no judgment as to depth) to appear
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in the continental United States. The screens and the
headlines are fall of approximations and guesses on the
subject. Yet, at this unusually fortunate juncture for
publication, the following newspapers review it: (1) the
Los Angeles Herald-Examiner; (2) The Boston Globe. In
Los Angeles, Chomsky has an admirer who is also a
local book reviewer. This man prevails after a struggle.
In Boston, Chomsky is a well-known local figure. But
that’s it. Many months later, after its foal, the London
Review of Books, has devoted many respectful columns
to the book, and after almost every major newspaper and
magazine in England, Canada, and Australia has done
the same, The New York Review of Books publishes a
“mixed review.” This presumably takes care of the only
other possible editorial excuse (itself significant)—that
The Fateful Triangle was published by a small radical
house in Cambridge, Massachusetts, named South End
Press.

Paranoia would be inappropriate here. After all, this was
not 1973, when the first edition of Chomsky and
Herman’s The Political Economy of Human Rights was
suppressed by its own  publishers, Warner
Communications, for making unpatriotic assertions
about United States policy in Indochina and elsewhere.
The twenty thousand copies might have been pulped if it
were not for a legally binding contract. Instead they were
sold to an obscure outfit named MSS Information
Corporation, whereupon Warner—which later bid high
for the Nixon memoirs—washed its hands of the entire
deal and of all responsibility for advertising, promotion,
and distribution. Difficult to imagine that happening to
anyone else of remotely comparable stature, but, as I say,
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1983 was different. The book was out, and the foreign-
policy intelligentsia had every chance to comment.

I confess that I have no ready explanation for the total
eclipse that followed. The New York Times had found
Chomsky interesting enough to publish two long and
pitying articles about the Faurisson business. Other
newspapers and magazines seem, as [ suppose I have
shown, to find him deserving of comment. I therefore
rang a selection of literary editors and asked if they
could explain their reticence on this occasion.

I began with The New Republic, because it is mentioned
so often in The Fateful Triangle and because its editors
had assured me at the time that they would not let the
critique go unanswered. Leon Wieseltier, the literary
editor, told me jauntily when I inquired:

The book was sent to reviewers. The first was too
disgusted to review it. The second said that he would,
and finally didn’t, which frequently happens. I see no
reason not to assign Chomsky’s books for review,
because I see no reason for him to be above criticism.

Editors at The New York Times Book Review and The
Washington Post Book World were less ready to be
quoted but quite ready to talk. From the 7imes I heard
variously, “I think we tuned out on Noam after
Vietnam,” “It fell through the cracks,” and “We never
received the book.” From the Post, I heard that “by the
time we got all those letters protesting about not
reviewing it, the book wasn’t in local bookstores—so we
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didn’t.” I also heard that there was some doubt about
having received the copy in the first place.

Katha Pollitt, who was literary editor of The Nation at
this time, told me that there were already too many
books about the Middle East, that the “front half” of the
magazine devoted plenty of space to the subject, and that
she herself preferred to preserve her pages for articles on
fiction, poetry, and feminism.

Joe Clark, then books editor at Dissent, told me, “My
guess is that I didn’t feel a very strong desire to review
the book.” He said he would “have needed an
overpowering reason.” Clearly, the frequent and scornful
mention of Dissent in The Fateful Triangle did not
supply this incentive. For the literary editor of The New
Republic to say that he sees “no reason for [Chomsky] to
be above criticism” is presumably a joke. For him to say
that the first invited contributor was “too disgusted” to
review the book is not. The first invited reviewer, as |
know and as Wieseltier confirmed to me, was Ze’ev
Schiff, military correspondent of Ha aretz and coauthor
of Israel’s Lebanon War. “Disgust” is certainly not what
he evinced when I spoke to him about the book in the
summer of 1984.

A category mistake is involved in the Post explanation,
unless the editors of that newspaper assume there to be
no connection between their failure to review a book and
its absence from Washington’s bookstores. I like the
idea, though, of their not giving in to letters from
readers.
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The Times may perhaps not have received a copy,
though South End Press was doing nothing but lobby for
its chief title between November and June, and claims to
have sent four in all. Radical incompetence allowed for,
what is there to prevent an editor from doing what
editors do every day and requesting a copy?

Pollitt has a point, and even though the rules of fairness
oblige me to be harder on a former colleague, I can’t see
a way through her candor.

So what it comes down to is this. Life is unfair, and
though it does seem odd that such a book is ignored only
in its country of origin (and the country whose state
policy it attacks), the whole thing is easily explicable.
Above all, it is nobody’s fault. Does this mean that there
is no reluctance to hear the bad news about the Middle
East? Well, again, and whether or not you believe in
“cock-up rather than conspiracy”—a favorite evasion of
the soothing commentator—it does seem harder for
some people to get an audience than others. Especially
hard for the man who, according to Shawcross, enjoyed
sufficient sway to confuse or silence the American press
over the question of Cambodia.

WHETHER HE IS IGNORED, whether he is libeled, or
whether he is subjected to an active campaign of abuse,
Chomsky is attacked for things that he is thought to
believe, or believed to have said. A lie, it has been
written, can travel around the world before truth has
even got its shoes on. Merely to list the accusations
against Chomsky, whether they are made casually or
with deliberation, is a relatively easy task. Showing their
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unfairness or want of foundation involves expense of ink
on a scale which any reader who has got this far will
know to his or her cost. Perhaps for this reason, not all
the editors who publish matter about Chomsky ever quite
get around to publishing his replies. I could write an
ancillary article showing this in detail, with his answers
either unpublished or unscrupulously abridged. And, of
course, a man who writes a lot of letters to the editor
soon gets a reputation, like Bellow’s Herzog, as a crank,
an eccentric, a fanatic. Whereas the absence of a reply is
taken as admission of guilt ...

Ought I to be “evenhanded” and indicate where I
disagree with Chomsky myself? I don’t really see why I
ought. My differences with him concern things that he
does believe and has said. I also dissent from him, quite
often, concerning the way in which he says things and on
his repeated misuse of the verb “to brutalize,” I think he
has sometimes been facile about Cold War “moral
equivalence” as well. But this is between him and me, or
him and any other political opponent or critic who
observes the rules of evidence and debate.

For the recurrent way in which this is not done, and for
the process whereby the complaisant mainstream and the
conservative guardians actually agree not to hear what is
being said about them and their system, we need a word.
“Marginalization” is too  merely  descriptive.
“Ghettoization” is too self-pitying. It may come to me.

The contemporary United States expresses the greatest

of all paradoxes. It is at one and the same time a
democracy—at any rate a pluralist open society—and an
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empire. No other country has ever been, or had, both
things at once. Or not for long. And there must be some
question about the durability of this present coexistence,
too. Already spokesmen of the Reagan Administration
say plainly that their foreign and military policy is
incompatible with the disloyalty and division that stem
from a deliberative Congress and an inquisitive press.
They laughably exaggerate the reflective capacity of the
first and the adversary character of the second, but they
have a point. If it is to have the least chance of success,
their strategy calls for an imposed national unanimity, a
well-cultivated awareness of “enemies within,” and a
strong draft of amnesia. The academy and the wealthy
new batch of think tanks are awash with people who
collude, at least passively, in the process. As C. Wright
Mills once wrote:

Their academic reputations rest, quite largely, upon
their academic power: they are the members of the
committee; they are on the directing board; they can
get you the job, the trip, the research grant. They are a
strange new kind of bureaucrat. They are executives
of the

mind... . They could set up a research project or even
a school, but I would be surprised, if, now after twenty
years of research and teaching and observing and
dunking, they could produce a book which told you
what they thought was going on in the world, what
they thought were the major problems for men of this
historical epoch.

Not even Mills, or Chomsky in his “New Mandarins”
essay, could have anticipated the world of the Heritage
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Foundation, of “Kissinger Associates,” of numberless
power-worshipping, power-seeking magazines and
institutes interlocking across the dissemination of
culture, priority, information, and opinion. But Mills did
write, in 1942:

When events move very fast and possible worlds
swing around them, something happens to the quality
of thinking. Some men repeat formulae; some men
become reporters. To time observation with thought so
as to mate a decent level of abstraction with crucial
happenings is a difficult problem.

Noam Chomsky has attempted, as a volunteer,
necessarily imperfectly, to shoulder this responsibility at
a time of widespread betrayal of it. And it must be an
awed attitude to the new style—a willingness to
“demonstrate flexibility” in the face of so much pelf and
so much cant—that allows so many people to join in
ridiculing him for doing so. As a philosophical anarchist,
Chomsky might dislike to have it said that he had “done
the state some service,” but he is a useful citizen in ways
that his detractors are emphatically not.

(Grand Street, Autumn 1985)

* A good question. Looking merely from G to K in the
Biographical Companion to Modern Thought, 1 came
across the following references:

Gielgud, Arthur John:
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His popularity with the public was reflected in the long
runs given to Richard of Bordeaux (1932), Dear Brutus
(1941) and A Day by the Sea (1953).

Goering, Hermann:

Before 1939 his origins in the regular imperial officer
corps had made him the hope of conservative opponents
of Nazism inside Germany, a hope which attracted some
attention abroad but did not survive his somewhat
equivocal role during the phony war period.

Graham, William Franklin (“Billy”):

His appeal was simple and complicated, he was
charming and in no way aggressive except to sin... . His
last massive campaign was in Korea in 1973 when
American prestige in Asia was at its lowest.

Hayek, Friedrich August von:

Austrian/British economist and political philosopher
whose immensely fertile mind has produced nearly 200
separate works, including major contributions to
scientific methodology, psychology and the history of
ideas. Hayek’s name is virtually synonymous with the
cause of libertarianism... . Honours have been showered
on him.

Hook, Sidney: As a philosopher, Hook has been
concerned primarily with the ways in which values enter
into political discourse, rather than with linguistic
analysis or the clarification of meanings.
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Kerensky, Alexander Feodorovitch: The one ‘“strong
man” in the provisional governments, he was
distinguished for his patriotic refusal to conclude a

separate peace with Germany.

Kissinger, Henry Alfred: He developed a style of
diplomacy that was highly successful on many
occasions, most notably the negotiation of the American
withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973.

I have not altered the tenor of any of these references,
only a few of which in their fatuity or partiality come
anywhere close to a discussion of “Modern Thought,”
and several of which do not even pretend to do so. Like
Bullock and his coeditor R. B. Woodings of Oxford
Polytechnic, I spent only a few moments in the library in
order to uncover this priceless academic trove.
Incidentally, Sidney Hook referred to ‘“unfortunate
accidental loss of life” and to the ‘“unintended
consequences of military action” in his own writings on
the United States bombing of Vietnam. I did not discover
this fact by reading the Biographical Companion to
Modern Thought.

COMRADE ORWELL

THE REPUTATION OF George Orwell is secure among
those who have never read him, high among those who
have read only Nineteen Eighty-four or Animal Farm,
and pretty solid among those who have read his
Collected Essays, Journalism, and Letters for
confirmation of their own opinions. The value of his
work is debated only by his fellow socialists and anti-
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imperialists. And even they, by ridiculing or scorning his
precepts, pay an unintended compliment to his influence.
Orwell’s standing approaches that “large, vague renown”
which he bestowed on Thomas Carlyle in 1931.

“To have had a part in two revolutions is to have lived to
some purpose,” wrote Thomas Paine. To have been
prescient about both fascism and Stalinism is a possible
equivalent, but it is not, in itself, proof that Orwell was a
great writer or thinker. Only in the most primitive sense
does scarcity define the value of a commodity;
prescience is no exception. Orwell has been smothered
with cloying approbation by those who would have
despised or ignored him when he was alive, and pelted
with smug afterthoughts by those who (often unwittingly
or reluctantly) shared the same trenches as he did. The
present climate threatens to stifle him in one way or the
other.

“I knew,” said Orwell in 1946 about his early youth,
“that I had a facility with words and a power of facing
unpleasant facts.” Not the ability to face them, but “a
power of facing.” It’s oddly well put. A commissar who
realizes that his five-year plan is off target and that the
people detest him or laugh at him may be said, in a base
manner, to be confronting an unpleasant fact. So, for the
matter of that, may a priest with “doubts.” The reaction
of such people to unpleasant facts is rarely self-critical:
they

do not have a “power of facing.” Their confrontation
with the fact takes the form of an evasion; the reaction to
the unpleasant discovery is a redoubling of efforts to
overcome the obvious. The “unpleasant facts” that
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Orwell faced were usually the ones that put his own
position or preference to the test.

Virtues that Orwell never claimed, such as consistency,
are denied to him by the textual sectarians, and
patronizing compliments, such as the recurrent
“quintessentially English,” are fastened upon him by
sycophants. In order to drag Orwell out from under this
mound of dead dogs, as Carlyle said of his Cromwell,
one may as well start with his sworn and stated
antagonists:

“Orwell seldom wrote about foreigners, except
sociologically, and then in a hit-or-miss fashion
otherwise unusual to him; he very rarely mentions a
foreign writer and has an excessive dislike of
foreign words; although he condemns imperialism
he dislikes its victims even more.”
“Orwell’s writing life then was from the start an
affirmation of unexamined bourgeois values.”
“Orwell prepared the orthodox political beliefs of a
generation.”
“By viewing the struggle as one between only a few
4. people over the heads of an apathetic mass, Orwell
created the conditions for defeat and despair.”
“Politics was something he observed, albeit as an
honest partisan, from the comforts of bookselling,
marriage, friendship with other writers (not by any
5. means with the radicals used as material for The
Road to Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia, then
dropped), dealing with publishers and literary
agents.”
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“As far as he considered such matters at all, I think
. he felt that not to be a product of English history
was a sort of moral lapse.”
“What Orwell said when he wrote for the Ukrainian
readers of Animal Farm about his alleged
commitment to socialism in 1930 is plainly an
untruth, made the more reprehensible not only
. because Stansky and Abrahams show that he had no
notion of socialism until much later, but also
because we catch him unaware in 1935 ‘that Hitler
intended to carry out the programme of Mein
Kampf>”
“Is it fantastic to see in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
four the reflection of a feeling that a world in which
the pre-1914 British way of life had totally passed
away must necessarily be a dehumanized world?
And is it altogether wrong to see the inhabitants of
. Animal Farm as having points in common, not
merely with Soviet Russians, but also Kipling’s
lesser breeds generally, as well as with Flory’s
Burmese who, once the relative decencies of the
Raj are gone, must inevitably fall under the obscene
domination of their own kind?”
“It would be dangerous to blind ourselves to the
fact that in the West millions of people may be
inclined, in their anguish and fear, to flee from their
. own responsibility for mankind’s destiny and to
vent their anger and despair on the giant Bogy-cum-
Scapegoat which Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four has
done so much to place before their eyes.”
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All extracts and quotations are, by their very essence,
“taken out of context” (what else is an extract or a
quotation?). But I do not think that the authors cited
above will find themselves or the tendency of their
arguments misrepresented. They are, in order, Conor
Cruise O’Brien in the New Statesman of May 1961,
Edward Said in the New Statesman of January 1980,
Raymond Williams in his Orwell of 1971, Williams
again, Said again, O’Brien again, Said again, O’Brien
once more, and finally, Isaac Deutscher in his 1955
essay “The Mysticism of Cruelty.”

It can be seen at once that Orwell is one of those authors
who is damned whatever he does. O’Brien, in his
rhetorical question 8, does not ask, “Is it reasonable?” (to
which the answer would be dubious), or, “Is it
interesting?” (to which the answer might be yes). He
asks, “Is it fantastic?” to which the answer is,
“Certainly.” One is forced to ask of O’Brien, Is he as
sure of himself as he seems?

Edward Said prefers the non sequitur. Suppose that
Orwell’s life had been one of “comfort,” and suppose
that we do agree that the less comfortable bits (like the
English industrial North and the Catalan front) had been
self-inflicted. Suppose that we forget that he did keep up
with friends like Jack Common and his former POUM
comrades of the Spanish Civil War until the end of his
life. We are still supposed to distrust him for his cozy
relationship with agents and publishers. It is notorious,
and must be known to Professor Said, that Animal Farm
was published only after strenuous battles with T. S.
Eliot at Faber and Faber, who thought it was
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inopportune, with Jonathan Cape, who thought it
unpropitious, and with numerous American houses, one
of which (Dial Press) wrote to Orwell that it was
“impossible to sell animal stories in the U.S.A.” The
story of his quarrel with the New Statesman, which
refused to print his dispatches from Barcelona, though
conceding their veracity, is or ought to be well known by
Said. One is compelled to ask if there is not some other
animus at work. The same suspicion arises when one
contemplates O’Brien’s liverish remarks in extract 1.
What is he thinking about when he says that Orwell was
scornful of foreign writers and even of foreigners fout
court? If we discount Orwell’s unbroken hostility to
British imperialism, a hostility that he kept up at
awkward times, such as 1940-45, and if we overlook his
seminal essay “Not Counting Niggers,” which rebuked
those who talked of new world orders while ignoring the
coolies, and if we agree to minimize the extent to which
racism was a commonplace even among the educated in
Orwell’s time, we are still left with some evidence.
There are the essays in defense of James Joyce, Salvador
Dali, and Henry Miller and (admittedly more grudging)
the piece on Ezra Pound. There’s also a very well crafted
article on Joseph Conrad, who was not in vogue at the
time. Orwell actually made rather a point of importing
and introducing “exotic” authors into his milieus and
into the insular and British magazines for which he
wrote. His “dislike of foreign words” was a distaste for
the very English habit of using tags as a show of
learning.
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What can one say of Raymond Williams? His little book
on Orwell is a minor disgrace. It is a warren of
contradictions, not all of which can be

mitigated by the plea of sloppiness and haste. He writes
that Nineteen Eighty-four lacks “a substantial society and
correspondingly substantial persons” That’s poor
enough. But elsewhere he denounces the book for
“projecting a world that is all too recognizable.” What he
means, and this at any rate he makes explicit, is that
Orwell depicts a brute version of socialism as the setting
for his nightmare and thus lets down the “progressive”
side. Well, imagine how much courage would have been
required, in 1949, to base an anti-utopian fiction on
Nazism. Such a book might have compelled or
commanded near-universal and quite consoling assent.
But it would scarcely have outlasted one printing and
would not have called upon the “power of facing
unpleasant facts.” In 1949, socialism was thought, and
(mark this) not just by its adherents, to be the wave of
the future. In that year, thinkers like Williams were more
at ease with that interpretation than they are now. Some
of them for good reasons and some of them for bad ones;
but any novel designed to make people think had to be,
to that extent, contra mundum.

Orwell went to the trouble, in insisting that his book was
“NOT intended as an attack on Socialism,” to capitalize
the word not. This isn’t good enough for his leftist
invigilators (or, come to think of it, for his conservative
usurpers). The first group evinces a certain unction. Said:
“True, he had courage and humanity.” O’Brien: “To
insist upon the limitations of Orwell’s thought is only to
establish the limits within which we admire him.”
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Williams: “We are never likely to reach a time when we
can do without his frankness, his energy, his willingness
to join in.” This patronizing stuff betrays a sense of
unease. It is an obligatory clearing of the throat before
getting down to the real business of blaming Orwell for
the Cold War. There is not much doubt that this is, in
fact, what they hold against him. The difficulty here is
that they object to the same thing about Nineteen Eighty-
four that Orwell did—which is to say, they are upset by
its reception. Life magazine said of the book that it
would expose “British Laborites” for reveling in
austerity, “just as the more fervent New Dealers in the
United States often seemed to have the secret hope that
the depression mentality of the 1930s, source of their
power and excuse for their experiments, would never
end.” If you want a picture of the

future, imagine (to vary Orwell’s famous scene) FDR
stamping on a human face—forever. This crassness was
and is very widespread, and Orwell issued what he
termed a démenti against it. But one has to marvel at the
way in which certain intellectuals will still deliberately
muddy cause and effect. It is the clear implication of all
four of his senior socialist critics that an author is in
some real sense responsible for misinterpretations or
vulgarizations of his own work. Where this principle
would leave Edward Said or Raymond Williams is a
matter, perhaps luckily for them, only of conjecture. But
notice that when Isaac Deutscher said of Nineteen
Eighty-four, “It has only increased and intensified the
waves of panic and hate that run through the world and
obfuscate innocent minds,” he was not so much
observing such a process as, if it truly existed,
contributing to it. There’s something self-destructive as
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well as self-fulfilling in helping to create an atmosphere
which you deplore—what better confirmation could
there be of the antisocialist character of a book than that
it be subjected to panicky denunciations by socialists?
Orwell’s careful disclaimer, then, was a small voice
drowned in a chorus of apparently opposed but actually
collusive propagandists. In a way, that was the pattern of
his life.

The question cui bono is commonly asked with the
intention of oversimplifying. Some reviewers of
Darkness at Noon noted that Koestler put the Stalinist
rationale so persuasively, in the mouth of the
interrogator, as to make it convincing. Suppose, what is
not unthinkable, that the book had the effect of attracting
converts to communism? Would that make Koestler
“objectively” an agent of Soviet propaganda? The
proposition dissolves in hilarity (though John Strachey
took that aspect of the book very seriously). Similarly, in
January 1980 Said writes that Orwell turned “to an
ideology of the middle-brow ‘our way of life’ variety,
which in the U.S. at least has been dressed up as ‘neo-
conservatism.”” Exactly three years later, Norman
Podhoretz steps forward (“If Orwell Were Alive Today,”
Harpers, January 1983) to take Said up on it and to
claim Orwell as a posthumous founder of the Committee
for the Free World.

These mutually agreeing images of the man are a serious
nuisance and

an obstacle to proper appreciation. Orwell stands now
where he never wanted or expected to be—almost above
reproach. What, or which, are the qualities that we
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treasure? It might be easiest to begin by admitting what
Orwell was not. For one thing, as already stated, he was
certainly not consistent. His writings between 1936 and
1940, in particular, show an extraordinary volatility. He
veered now toward straight anti-Nazism, now toward
anarchism, then pacifism, varieties of gauchiste
allegiance, and finally (with palpable relief) a decision to
support the war effort. Many of his least well guarded
statements come from this period—he never actually
proposed cooperation with antiwar fascists, and he never
quite said that the British Empire was on all fours with
the Third Reich (two allegations that have been made
against him). But he did flirt with a kind of nihilism
because of his fear that another world war would (a) be
worse than any compromise, and (b) be directed by the
people who were most responsible for its outbreak. He
was not entirely wrong about either of these, especially
(b), but his friends tended to wince at the letters they
were getting.

That specific period of mercurial polemic can be read as
a version of larger and more interesting inconsistencies.
Orwell was a convinced internationalist but an emotional
patriot. He was a convinced democrat and egalitarian,
but he often reverted or resorted to snobbery (especially
of the intellectual type).

He thought that the United States was an arsenal and ally
of democracy, but he suspected its global intentions
(“advancing behind a smokescreen of novelists”),
despised its mass cultural output, and never showed the
slightest curiosity about it or desire to visit it. He was a
materialist and a secularist—particularly hostile to the
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Roman Catholic heresy—but had a great reverence for
tradition and for liturgy. He defended the heterodox and
the persecuted, making a special effort for the least
popular cases, but was prone to spasms of intolerance.
One way of describing him, as well as of valuing him,
would be to say that he was a man at war. There was a
continual battle between his convictions, which were
acquired through experience, and his emotions and
temperament, which were those of his background and
of his difficult personality. Large works on the

famous Orwell-Blair distinction, most of them verbose
and speculative, have been written to “explain” this
simple point.

Orwell was conscious, at least some of the time, of the
paradoxes in his style. He was, if anything, overfond of
saying to people that they must choose. He chivied and
ridiculed the lovers of the middle ground and was often
prey to a kind of absolutism, especially before and
during World War II. When it was over, in 1945, he
wrote in Through a Glass, Rosily:

Whenever A and B are in opposition to each other,
anyone who attacks or criticises A is accused of aiding
and abetting B.

He added:

It is a tempting manoeuvre, and I have used it myself
more than once, but it is dishonest.

Here, however belatedly, is a recognition and a self-
criticism. He may have sensed that the shaft about
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“aiding and abetting,” so often used against himself and
his fellow POUM dissidents in Spain, did not properly
belong in his quiver. He might at times have relished
using this moral blackmail against his old antagonists. At
times, as he himself wrote of Swift, he may have been
“one of those people who are driven into a sort of
perverse Toryism by the follies of the progressive party
of the moment.” But, when he took an unfair advantage
or employed a demagogic style, he knew that he was
doing it. Here, I think, is part of the answer to those who
blame him for getting a good press from the philistines.
Here, also, is part of the secret of his double reputation.

THE OCCASIONAL but still very salient element of
nastiness and ill-temper in Orwell’s personality and in
his prose is something that gives pain to his more
herbivorous admirers, such as Irving Howe. Orwell’s
asides about the “nancy poets” and his sniggers at the
giggling, sandal-wearing Quakers are somehow at odds
with the interminably reiterated image of his gentleness
and decency. But perhaps, if he had been all that

gentle and humane, he would not have had the spiteful,
necessary energy to go for the hypocrites and trimmers
of his day. Certain it is, though, that there are many
critics alive and preaching who love him only for his
faults.

Most conspicuous among these is Norman Podhoretz.
Many conservative exegetes read Orwell as an anti-
intellectual, concerned to defend the plain man against
mischievous theory. This interpretation of him will never
stale as long as there are people who believe
simultaneously that (a) “the people” are wiser and more
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trustworthy than the eggheads and that (b) it takes a
really courageous intellectual to summon the nerve to
point this out. Such intellectuals generally find
themselves elsewhere, or downright opposed, when
anything resembling a revolt or movement of real people
actually takes place. This mentality defines the modern
neoconservatives—the Tories, as Orwell would have
called them. In the personification, accurate as well as
convenient, of the editor of Commentary, they have
coated Orwell in sickly and ingratiating matter just as the
other lot have heaped him with dead dogs. For example:

“The iron relationship Burke saw between
revolution and the militarization of a country, each
a side of the same coin, is hlghhghted by Orwell’s
treatment of Oceania’s wars.”
“[Orwell] was a forerunner of neoconservatism in
having been one of the first in a long line of
originally left-wing intellectuals who have come to
discover more saving political and moral wisdom in
the instincts and mores of ‘ordinary people’ than in
the ideas and attitudes of the intelligentsia.”
“Michels saw what was coming in this respect at
the beginning of the century, in the Socialist parties
of Europe: in their ever-greater centralization of
3. power and singlemindedness of dreams of use of
this power. James Burnham made this fact central
in his prescient and largely unappreciated
Managerial Revolution.”

1.
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This salad of misrepresentations has neither the venom
nor the variety of its marxisant counterpart. But it is
hardly less opportunistic

or inventive. The first and last quotations come from
Robert Nisbet, in his essay “Nineteen Eighty-four and
the Conservative Imagination” (published in Nineteen
Eighty-four Revisited, edited by Irving Howe). The
middle one is from Norman Podhoretz in the Harper’s
article already mentioned.

Podhoretz presents the least difficulty here. His essay
claims Orwell for reaction and relishes his attacks on
homosexuals and dilettantes. It quotes, with particular
savor, his review of Cyril Connolly’s The Rock Pool,
where Orwell allows himself to abuse those “so called
artists who spend on sodomy what they have gained by
sponging.” It cites, as if it were to be taken literally,
Orwell’s remark that, “if someone drops a bomb on your
mother, go and drop two bombs on his mother.” (I
should like to read Podhoretz’s review of 4 Modest
Proposal. 1t would probably be rich in keen, vicarious
approval.) It consciously excerpts and garbles Orwell’s
piece on the need for European socialist unity in order to
give the impression that he was an early supporter of
American “peace through strength.” For example, as |
noted in a letter to Harper’s (February 1983), on the
question of America versus Russia, Podhoretz quotes
Orwell as follows:

It will not do to give the usual quibbling answer, “I

refuse to choose.” ... We are no longer strong enough
to stand alone and ... we shall be obliged, in the long
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run, to subordinate our policy to that of one Great
Power or another.

What Orwell had written, in his famous 1947 essay “In
Defense of Comrade Zilliacus,” was this:

It will not do to give the usual quibbling answer, “I
refuse to choose.” In the end the choice may be forced
upon us. We are no longer strong enough to stand
alone, and if we fail to bring a West European union
into being we shall be obliged, in the long run, to
subordinate our policy to that of one Great Power or
another.

In the same year he wrote:

In the end, the European peoples may have to accept
American domination as a way of avoiding
domination by Russia, but they ought to realise, while
there is yet time, that there are other possibilities.

Orwell came to the conclusion:

Therefore a Socialist United States of Europe seems to
me the only worthwhile political objective today.

I said earlier that all quotation is necessarily selective
and out of context. But there is a sort of tradition that,
when length or density of quotation obliges one to omit a
few words, the resulting “...” should not deprive the
reader of anything essential or germane. Podhoretz
seems to me, by his inept ellipses, to have broken this
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compact with his readers in both letter and spirit. All in
the name of Orwellian values ... *

Robert Nisbet is more scrupulous but no more useful.
The idea of a genealogy connecting Orwell to Edmund
Burke has at least the merit of originality. It also exploits
the “large, vague” idea that Orwell is a part of some
assumed English tradition. Only by his inspired
attribution to Burnham does Nisbet show himself to be
altogether deluded. He does not know, or at any rate
does not show that he knows, that Orwell was intrigued
by Burnham and wrote a long pamphlet on his work. The
pamphlet (James Burnham and the Managerial
Revolution, published by the Socialist Book Centre,
London, in 1946) finds Burnham guilty of power
worship and distortion, and of a poorly masked
admiration of the very “totalitarian” tendencies that he
purports to abhor. Since I believe that it is this polemic
which, more than any other, marks off Orwell for all

time from his reactionary admirers, I’ll go on about it a
bit.

Most of Orwell’s most famous stands were taken on
once-controversial issues that have been decided long
since—the Spanish Civil War,

the Moscow Trials, mass unemployment. Only in his
contest with Burnham does Orwell really engage, before
his death, with the modern questions that still preoccupy
us. (The antagonists were well matched. Burnham liked
to combat prevailing orthodoxy, had a pitiless attitude to
intellectual compromise, and was an ex-Marxist with a
good working knowledge of socialist thought. In fact,
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when many of our present neoconservatives praise
Orwell, it is really Burnham they have in mind.)

Like the Russophobes of the 1980s, Burnham assumed
that totalitarianism was more efficient, more determined,
and more self-confident than the weakly and self-
indulgent form of society known as democracy. He
wrote contemptuously of idealism, humanitarianism, and
other hypocrisies, which he equated with appeasement
and saw as a means of duping the masses. I cannot
summarize his opinions better than Orwell did, but I’ll
“select” one quotation which gives the flavor both of
Burnham’s book and of Orwell’s objection to it:

Although he reiterates that he is merely setting forth
the facts and not stating his own preferences, it is clear
that Burnham is fascinated by the spectacle of power,
and that his sympathies were with Germany as long as
Germany appeared to be winning the war.

This was not because of any special fellow-feeling for
Nazism on Burnham’s part, but was the result of his
conviction that countries like Britain were incurably
“decadent.” Orwell, who had flirted with this view
himself at some points in the immediate prewar period,
wrote of Burnham’s line, “It is clear that in his mind the
idea of ‘greatness’ is inextricably mixed up with the idea
of cruelty and dishonesty.”

Burnham borrowed lavishly from Michels and Pareto
with his stress on the circulation of elites. (Neither
Orwell nor Nisbet, incidentally, mentions the
involvement of those two sapients with the later
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cleansing power of fascism.) In essence, the mentality in
both cases contains the same contradiction. The
“managerial” dictatorship will be leaner and meaner than
flabby, sluggish democracy. But only an open society
can

allow real recruitment from the lower ranks, even of
former dissenters. Burnham saw, eventually, that there
was something self-defeating in the hierarchy and
obedience of the fascist state. But this did not prevent
him from grafting precisely the same attributes onto the
Stalinist system and warning of yet another decline of
the West in the face of it. Present-day analogues of this
mentality would be tedious to enumerate. Or, as Orwell
commented:

It is, therefore, not surprising that Burnham’s world-
view should often be noticeably close to that of the
American imperialists on the one side, or to that of the
isolationists on the other. It is a “tough” or “realistic”
world-view which fits in with the American form of
wish-thinking.

It’s interesting, and perhaps important, to notice here that
Orwell’s critique of Burnham contains the seeds of his
Nineteen Eighty-four. A few citations should make this
clear. In replying to Burnham’s opinion that it is only the
winning side that can define justice and morals, he
writes:

This implies that literally anything can become right

or wrong if the dominant class of the moment so wills
it.
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Elsewhere he remarks:

Jack London in The Iron Heel (1909) foretold some of
the essential features of Fascism, and such books as
Wells’s The Sleeper Awakes (1900), Zamyatin’s We
(1923) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World
(1930), all described imaginary worlds in which the
special political problems of capitalism had been
solved without bringing liberty, equality or true
happiness any nearer.

It was also, probably, in reaction to The Managerial
Revolution that Orwell developed his idea of the trinity
of Oceania, Eastasia, and Eurasia.

Summarizing Burnham, he says, “The future map of the
world, with its three great super-states is, in any case,
already settled in its main outlines.” He went on to scoff
at Burnham’s idea that the three would be Japan,
Germany, and the United States, because he did not
share Burnham’s view that the Soviet Union would be
defeated any more than he shared his later view that it
was invincible. Nonetheless, a thought seems to have
been planted. Most appreciations of Nineteen Eighty-
four understate, if they do not ignore, the way in which
permanent superpower conflict is made the necessary
condition for the coercion and repression within. The
Cold War and its ancillaries such as the “military-
industrial complex” and the “permanent war economy”
are, in all essentials, Orwellian concepts. And Orwell’s
own repudiation of Burnham prefigures this. It also
affords some harmless amusement to the student of
Professor Nisbet, who regards militarization as a
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function only of revolution and who pleads Burnham
with apparent innocence as a part of the Orwell tradition.

THE MOST FRIGHTENING moment in Darkness at Noon
comes not when Rubashov is interrogated or when he
hears of the torture of others, but when he ponders the
possibility that “Number One” may after all be right. The
worst moment in Nineteen Eighty-four is not the cage of
rats or the slash of the rubber truncheon, but the moment
when Winston decides that he loves Big Brother.

The essence of Orwell’s work is a sustained criticism of
servility. It is not what you think, but ~ow you think, that
matters. What he noticed about the Moscow Trials, for
instance (and long before there was any hard evidence),
was the appalling self-abnegation of the “defendants.”
What he hated about the English class system was the
fawning and the acquiescence that it produced among its
victims. (The contemptible boy who felt that he deserved
to be caned in “Such, Such Were the Joys” is the earliest
symptomatic  example.) What he disliked in
intellectuals—mnot  about intellectuals—was  their
willingness or readiness to find excuses for power. What
he disliked most in prose was euphemism. It is decades
now since Czeslaw Milosz wrote The Captive Mind, but
one sentence there is especially apropos.

Describing the Eastern European intelligentsia, Milosz
remarked, “Even those who know Orwell only by
hearsay are amazed that a writer who had never lived in
Russia should have so keen a perception into its life.” In
some sense, Orwell knew what the actual texture of
dictatorial collectivism would be. He knew because of a
variety of things he had already seen: the toadying of the
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English boarding school, the smell of the police court,
the betrayal of the Spanish Republic, the whining and
cadging of the underclass, the impotent sullenness of
colonized natives, the lure and horror of war fever, and
the special scent given off by the apologist. Others may
have had the same experiences, but in our time it was
Orwell who knew how to codify his impressions into
something resembling a system. He is quoted to the point
of annihilation as having said that “good prose is like a
window pane,” but it might be fairer to say that his own
writing resembles a mirror. Anybody looking into it and
failing to find some reflected portion of the modern age,
or some special personal inhibition about seeing it, is
myopic. Many are the Calibans who detest the reflection,
and many are the Babbitts who like what they see.

Take Orwell’s remark, in the concluding sentence of
“The Prevention of Literature”:

At present we know only that the imagination, like
certain wild animals, will not breed in captivity.

That is a looking glass, not a windowpane. As a
transparency, it fails: the imagination has been known to
breed in captivity, and no doubt modern zookeepers will
coax even the rarest surviving creatures into doing the
same. Nonetheless, there is both truth and beauty in the
remark. The desecration of literature in Russia—one of
its ancestral homes—is an instance. The emigration of
genius from Central Europe after 1933 is another. In his
pessimistic mood, culminating in Nineteen Eighty-four,
Orwell seems to have believed in the almost literal truth
of his aphorism. But, in his earlier essay on the literary
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dictatorship of Zhdanov, he was able to see a more
hopeful side. A totalitarian society cannot produce any
imaginative work; it can only cause it. Some
achievements are quite simply beyond the tyrant but
remain, still, within the reach of the individual.

WOULD ORWELL have remained a socialist? It may not be
the decisive question, but it is an interesting one. He
certainly  anticipated most of the sickening
disillusionments that have, in the last generation, led
socialists to dilute or abandon their faith. To this extent,
he was proof against the disillusionments rather than
evidence for them. He hated inequality, exploitation,
racism, and the bullying of small nations, and he was an
early opponent of nuclear weapons and the hardly less
menacing idea of nuclear blackmail or “deterrence.” He
saw how an external threat could be used to police or to
intimidate dissent, even in a democracy. The spokesmen
for our renovated capitalism, then, can barely claim that
their pet system has developed to a point beyond the
reach of his pen. Stalinism and its imitators have not
striven to prove him wrong either. Cambodia makes his
scathing remarks on Auden’s “necessary murder” look
pallid, while in China and North Korea the cult of Big
Brother has far outpaced satire.

There exists a third school of Orwell that argues, more or
less, that he would have remained as he was. Bernard
Crick, his thorough if uninspiring biographer, is a
leading member of it. Irving Howe, the keeper of the
keys (it would be hard to call him keeper of the flame) of
moderate social democracy, is another. Lionel Trilling,
who wrote the best review of Nineteen Eighty-four on its
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publication, also saw in Orwell a confirming,
undogmatic, sturdy, and (always that word) “decent”
liberal. This opinion is unexceptionable, and those who
hold it do not have to resort, as their rivals do, to
distortion or caricature. The trouble is simply that they
geld Orwell, make him into the sort of chap who should
be taught to schoolchildren as a bland and bloodless
good example. Stephen Spender evokes this fustian
curriculum by his fatuous likening of Nineteen Eighty-
four to Erewhon. Howe rather complacently adds that we
will end up with collectivism one way or another—the
only question is whether it will be founded “on willing
cooperation or on the machine gun.” At least he borrows
Orwell fairly and accurately here—the trouble is that we
are left with an image of Fabian resignation and the
prospect of good works.

Orwell detested the machine gun, but he wasn’t an
enthusiast for “willing cooperation” either. As much as
he loathed the will to power, he hated and feared the
urge to obey. For Orwell, as for Winstanley, Defoe,
Cobbett, and Zola, it is the /ack of power that corrupts.
He is both a founder and member of a modern rebel
tradition that, in political writing, comprises Victor
Serge and Dwight Macdonald, Albert Camus and Milan
Kundera.

(Grand Street, Winter 1984)
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* No whit abashed, Mr. Podhoretz preserved these
misleading ellipses in his 1987 collection, The Bloody
Crossroads.
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BLUNT INSTRUMENTS
CAMUS: Un Copain

ONCE, IN AN excess of irritation with his small son Jean,
Camus ordered him from the supper table to bed. “Good
night, minor writer of no importance,” muttered the child
as he withdrew. Camus was easily hurt by bad notices
and had a long memory for feuds. Sartre was probably
right to say of him that “he had a little Algiers roughneck
side.” But the prickliness and the vanity, which
disfigured many of the disputes he conducted in his life,
seem more and more irrelevant with the lapse of years.
Camus would not fit; every attempt to categorize him
left a noticeable penumbra, a jagged outline around the
figure. In his labor of love, Albert Camus: A Biography,
Herbert Lottman has tidied up a great number of old
rows and given us a clearer look at Camus’s real
importance.

For over a decade, argument concerning him has been
caught in a boring and artificial dichotomy. There are
those who claim to revere him for his apolitical artistry
and his deep humanity, while in fact marking him up for
his anticommunism. And there are those who reply that
he funked the only moral issue which ever touched him
personally because he never came out for the Algerian
FLN. In many ways, the repetitiveness of these polemics
recalls the various posthumous efforts to conscript
George Orwell—with whom there are some other
suggestive parallels.
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For example, Conor Cruise O’Brien manages to suggest
(by a very slight elision in his book) that Camus was part
of the CIA-sponsored offensive of the Congress for
Cultural Freedom. In fact, he adopted the same policy
toward that organization as he did to communist front
groups. In politics, his friends tended to be of the
unorganized Far Left—not unlike Orwell’s Catalan
revolutionaries. He was always available to help
Republican Spain, as he was to intercede for imprisoned
Greek communists or

victimized Hungarians and Czechs. The stoutest defense
of his Nobel Prize—which was elsewhere blurred by
Cold War barracking of all kinds—came in the review
Révolution prolétarienne. The article was entitled
“Albert Camus, Un Copain.”

The wavering over Algeria, which looks more rather
than less damaging nowadays, was certainly less
disgraceful than the retreats made by some (such as the
French Communist Party) who had less excuse. We
know from Lottman that Camus was more engaged than
he let on—FLN militants recall that he offered them
shelter in his house and that he spoke to them at rallies in
Algiers, with fascist settlers baying at the doors. His
position and his tactics were far more intricate and
complex than have usually been allowed (after all, he left
the Algerian Communist Party because it downplayed
Arab nationalism). But he certainly did get it wrong, and
he did commit himself to statements—Ilike the celebrated
one about defending his mother above justice—which
made him look a prig. (This famous antithesis between
Justice and Mother, like the endlessly recycled
Forsterian choice between Friends and Country, is false
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because it can never really be posed the other way
around, and never comes up in “real life.”)

Could it be fair to say that he mistook reality in Algeria
because he minded about it so much? Even O’Brien
concedes that Sartre’s position, though superior
politically, was much easier personally. Camus knew
and loved the Algerians; even in the 1930s we find him
putting on integrated productions of Malraux’s plays in
Algiers itself, in the company of two fine old fellow
travelers named Bourgeois and Poignant. His errors were
not all that rank if one bears his commitment in mind.

Much ridicule has been poured on Camus’s idea of the
Mediterranean as the civilizing measure of humanity. As
a philosophical scheme, it obviously lacks depth, and it
clearly finds its counterpart in his personal dislike of
Germany and the North. I think it does contain some
clues to his Algerian stand—the hope that French and
Arab culture might fertilize each other was always
accompanied by the insistence that the two peoples
should be equal. It was in the beautiful Roman Algerian
seaside town of Tipaza that he decided to join the
Communist

Party; whatever the symbolism here, it most certainly is
not colonialist. Likewise, his admiration for Kazantzakis,
and even his feeling that fascism and communism were
tempered once they got to Italy and Yugoslavia: these
may be idealistic but are not intuitively inhuman or
stupid.

As he eluded classification politically, so Camus kept
surprising the critics with his fictions. No sooner had
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they concluded that he had become formalistic and dry
than he hit them between the eyes with The Fall (1956).
Claude de Freminville, in a letter on the young Camus,
concluded that he “continues to think despair, even to
write it; but he /ives hope.” It was this contrast, which
may remind some people of Gramsci’s famous
“pessimism of the intellect; optimism of the will,” that

gave rise to much of what is misleadingly called “the
Absurd.”

Camus had a knack for noticing grotesque things—not
just in individuals, but in attitudes. A great deal of it he
kept to himself. Lottman has a good example: that of
Camus, vanquished in a public exchange with Sartre and
Jeanson, taking revenge in his journal by writing,
“Temps modernes. They admit sin and refuse grace.” His
lifelong obsession with capital punishment, and his bitter
opposition to it in literature and in life, was another
source of unhappy reflection. One can surmise his
reaction, when proposing a petition against political
executions, on being told by Simone de Beauvoir that
those were the only sort she did believe in. Lottman
makes it plain that the guillotining in The Stranger is
indeed rooted in an experience undergone by Camus’s
father; the pungent feeling of disgust was not something
he could vary from case to case.

All of Camus’s involvements were essentially reluctant,
which is why he is often remembered with resentment by
those to whom politics was the stuff of life. He cannot
have been a very sortable comrade, and the chapters on
his journalistic period, especially with Claude Bourdet
on Combat, show him to have been a spiky and difficult
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colleague even when things were going well. Again,
there is an echo of Orwell here.

In Britain, the phrase “we are all guilty” is taken by
reactionaries as the acme of bleeding-heart leftist
doublethink. Camus didn’t find it a joke

phrase at all, and perhaps, if Britain had endured Nazi
occupation, there would be fewer to sneer at it there. He
would often, on public platforms, tell the story of the
concierge in the Gestapo headquarters, doing her
cleaning every morning amid the victims of torture and
explaining, “I never pay attention to what my tenants
do.” His post-Resistance journals contain the entry:

Temptation to flee and to accept the decadence of
one’s era. Solitude makes me happy. But feeling also
that decadence begins from the moment when one
accepts. And one remains—so that man can remain on
the heights where he belongs... . But nauseous disgust
for this dispersion in others.

Lottman has written a brilliant and absorbing book,
which supplies new insight simply by including all the
light and shade. The detail and the care are
extraordinary; further slipshod generalizations about
Camus will simply not be tolerable from now on. Now at
least we have a clear voice about the importance of
liberty and the importance of being concrete about it.
Here is what Camus said at a joint rally of French and
Spanish trade unionists in 1953:

If someone takes away your bread, he suppresses your
freedom at the same time. But if someone seizes your
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freedom, rest assured, your bread is threatened,
because it no longer depends on you and your
struggle, but on the pleasure of a master.

For all the occasional pomposity and introspection, for
all the ambiguities over certain personal and political
crises, the evidence is that Camus labored in the spirit of
that declaration. In The Exile and the Kingdom, when
Jonas’s last message cannot be deciphered as between
solidaire and solitaire, the irony of the two words now
seems neither absurd nor self-indulgent, but realistic and
necessary.

(New Statesman, July 20, 1979)
BRIDESHEAD REVIEWED

IN 1945, shortly after he had completed Brideshead
Revisited, Evelyn Waugh received a letter from Lady
Pansy Lamb. Her name might make her sound like one
of Waugh’s own less probable creations, but she was a
friend and a contemporary and a woman of shrewd taste.
She wrote of Brideshead:

But all the richness of your invention, the magical
embroideries you fling around your characters cannot
make me nostalgic about the world I knew in the
1920s. And yet it was the same world as you
describe... . Nobody was brilliant, beautiful and rich
and the owner of a wonderful house, though some
were one or the other... . Oxford, too, were Harold
Acton and Co really as brilliant as that, or were there
wonderful characters I never met? ... You see English
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society of the 20s as something baroque and
magnificent on its last legs... . I fled from it because it
seemed prosperous, bourgeois and practical and I
believe it still is.

Score one for Lady Pansy. We all see, of course, that she
is right. Her brisk and knowing style reveals the magic
of Sebastian Flyte as an affected sham. And besides,
isn’t Brideshead rather repulsive? In its pages we find
the most appalling snobbery, the most rancid sort of
Catholicism, commingled with deplorable attitudes
toward women, and a sympathy, at times barely
concealed, for prewar fascism. Yet the fact remains that
Lady Pansy, though she may have had a good memory
for the period, did not know what she was talking about.

Brideshead Revisited may appeal to the nostalgic and the
reactionary,

but not because it idealizes the 1920s. It is written as a
hymn of hate toward the entire modern world and the
emerging mass society of cleverness and greed. Waugh
may have drawn Sebastian Flyte in glowing colors
(before consigning him to a signally abject fate), but he
did not forget “Boy” Mulcaster, the slob and bully, or
Rex Mottram, the moneyed philistine and opportunist.
Nor, for the most part, did he glamorize English social
relations or English bourgeois mores. In 1945, Waugh
felt that a certain world had perished forever. But his
recording of it was still markedly less elegiac than might
have been expected.

Why, then, does the book continue to fascinate?
Everyone has a secret garden, at least in imagination,
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which they fear has been, or will be, invaded and
trampled. By the time of the final desecration of
Brideshead Castle by the British army, Waugh has
emptied it of all but the most incidental of its original
cast. The house and its chapel alone remain—the
chapel’s lamp providing the only light in the encircling
gloom. Waugh himself said later that “the book is about
God.” So there is more than the secret garden at stake.

I think Waugh aims for, and achieves, quite a different
effect. The “sense of loss” he evokes has primarily to do
with World War 1. When he wrote to a friend that “I
should not think six Americans will understand it
[Brideshead],” he was being more than his usual
chauvinist self. He may have meant that the memory of
1914-18 was not really as present or as poignant in the
United States. But it is present in Brideshead, slyly but
unmistakably, from the first episode to the last. Waugh is
calling on a common store of English folk
memory—well caught in a recent essay by John Keegan
in The New York Review of Books:

The close at Shrewsbury at evening, Great Tom
tolling over Peck, wickets falling at Fenner’s, the
shades gathering under the chestnut in Balliol garden
quad. Englishmen are still brought up on this sort of
imagery, if not directly then by osmosis. Indeed for
Englishmen of a certain class it is impossible to
escape its effect. It does not, of course, describe an
England they inhabit.

Brideshead opens in 1923. At Oxford, the
undergraduates are, ex hypothesi, too young to have
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fought in the trenches. Small changes have occurred,
including a slight improvement in the standing of
women, and as Charles Ryder’s servant remarks testily
to him:

“If you ask me, sir, it’s all on account of the war. It
couldn’t have happened but for that.” For this was
1923 and for Lunt, as for thousands of others, things
could never be the same as they had been in 1914.

(Needless to add here that Lady Pansy would have been
right if she had pointed out that “millions” rather than
“thousands” would be less elitist.) Charles himself is not
untouched—we learn that his mother died while serving
with a medical unit in Serbia. Later, describing Charles
and Sebastian together in Venice, Waugh has an
extraordinary passage, which should be quoted in full:

The fortnight at Venice passed quickly and
sweetly—perhaps too sweetly; I was drowning in
honey, stingless. On some days life kept pace with the
gondola, as we nosed through the side-canals and the
boatman uttered his plaintive musical bird-cry of
warning; on other days, with the speed-boat bouncing
over the lagoon in a stream of sun-lit foam; it left a
confused memory of fierce sunlight on the sands and
cool, marble interiors; of water everywhere, lapping
on smooth stone, reflected in a dapple of light on
painted ceilings; of a night at the Corombona palace
such as Byron might have known, and another
Byronic night fishing for scampi in the shallows of
Chioggia, the phosphorescent wake of the little ship,
the lantern swinging in the prow and the net coming
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up full of weed and sand and floundering fishes; of
melon and prosciutto on the balcony in the cool of the
morning; of hot cheese sandwiches and champagne
cocktails at the English bar.

I remember Sebastian looking up at the Colleoni statue
and saying, “It’s rather sad to think that whatever
happens you and I can never possibly get involved in a
war.”

Soon afterward, Sebastian is a wreck; his charm spoiled
and his “epicene” beauty departed. As Waugh says, “The
languor of Youth—how unique and quintessential it is!
How quickly, how irrecoverably, lost!” I see no reason
for Youth with a capital Y in this context unless Waugh
intended to remind us of the poems of Wilfred
Owen—the “Anthem for Doomed Youth” and all the
other verses in which England haltingly came to realize
that it had massacred its rising generation a few years
before.

That massacre included, in Brideshead terms,
Sebastian’s three uncles. His mother, Lady Marchmain,
remains obsessed with their deaths. Mr. Samgrass, the
tame and sycophantic historian whom she hires to
compose their memorial volume, is also the spy she
retains to watch Sebastian at Oxford. She judges all men
by the manner in which they measure up to her lost
brothers. Sebastian cannot possibly enter the contest with
these shades. Especially since his father, too, was lost in
the war—in the sense that he went off to battle and never
came back, preferring to remain on the Continent with
his cynical Italian mistress.
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Later in the story, after Sebastian’s collapse, Charles
Ryder gets melancholy drunk with the boorish Lord
Mulcaster. They are both eager to join the upper-crust
rabble that in 1926 formed private squads to break the
General Strike:

We went to a number of night clubs. In two years
Mulcaster seemed to have attained his simple
ambition of being known and liked in such places. At
the last of them he and I were kindled by a great flame
of patriotism.

“You and I,” he said, “were too young to fight in the
war. Other chaps fought, millions of them dead. Not us.
We’ll show them. We’ll show the dead chaps we can
fight, too.”

“That’s why I'm here,” I said. “Come from overseas,
rallying to old country in hour of need.”

“Like Australians.”
“Like the poor dead Australians.”

The boozy bathos of this little scene does not hide the
depth of feeling. Indeed, like other English writers of the
period, Waugh often preferred to approach the subject by
means of allusion. In his magnificent study The Great
War in Modern Memory, Paul Fussell points out that
only in England did the classical tag Et in Arcadia ego
retain its authentic significance. It means, not “And I
have dwelt in Arcadia too,” but “Even in Arcadia I,
Death, hold sway.” The whole first section of
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Brideshead is entitled “Et in Arcadia ego.” Early in the
story, Charles Ryder’s rooms at Oxford are embellished
with

a human skull lately purchased from the School of
Medicine, which, resting in a bowl of roses, formed, at
the moment, the chief decoration of my table. It bore
the motto Et in Arcadia ego inscribed on its forehead.

Fussell also points out, by reference to Siegfried Sassoon
and others, the powerful symbolism of the 1914-18
holocaust.

One consequence of all this, if I am right, is that the
homosexual undertones of the novel become more
comprehensible. I don’t think there is much doubt that
Waugh means us to understand a love affair between
Charles and Sebastian. Again, the context is of doomed
youth and of the idea, so essential to the mythology of
the Great War, that the summer of 1914 was the most
golden and languorous of all:

Now, that summer term with Sebastian, it seemed as
though I was being given a brief spell of what I had
never known, a happy childhood, and though its toys
were silk shirts and liqueurs and cigars and its
naughtiness high in the catalogue of grave sins, there
was something of nursery freshness about us that fell
little short of the joy of innocence.

Wilfred Owen’s own homosexual preference was seldom

directly evident in his poems (the letters are more
explicit). But the cult of youth and beauty, and the
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influence of A. E. Housman, are both powerful clues.
Waugh,

writing in 1945, could hardly have been innocent of the
suggestions in that last paragraph. It’s clear, anyway,
that the “grave sin” was not smoking or drinking. So
when Anthony Blanche remarks to Sebastian during this
time, “My dear, I should like to stick you full of barbed
arrows like a p-p-pincushion,” he doesn’t merely remind
us once more of martyrdom, but chooses the one that has
always had the greatest homosexual appeal—the lissome
youth bleeding and transfixed. Owen’s dying boy
soldiers are not for away in that utterance either. (Nor
are Walt Whitman’s or Yukio Mishima’s.)

It may be that “the book is about God,” but there is no
real theology in it. Lord Marchmain’s deathbed
repentance is a sickly farce, embarrassing to serious
Catholics. The wrangle over Julia’s marriage to the
divorced Rex is a mere drawing-room drama, where the
fear of “scandal” easily vanquishes any matter of
principle. Sebastian’s terminus among the monks is a
chance result of his own dissipation. The only Catholic
with any sort of vocation in the whole lot is little
Cordelia, and she volunteers to go and help General
Franco. Waugh believed in original sin, all right—he
literally personified it in dialogue. For example,
Sebastian writes to Charles: “I am in mourning for my
lost innocence. It never looked like living. The doctors
despaired of it from the start.” And his sister Julia says
much later:

“Always the same, like the idiot child carefully
nursed, guarded from the world. ‘Poor Julia,’ they say,
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‘she can’t go out. She’s got to take care of her little
sin. A pity it ever lived.” they say, ‘but it’s so strong.
Children like that always are. Julia’s so good to her
little, mad sin.””

But really, aside from painful constructions like that,
Brideshead is pretty much free of religiosity. It is not
read, nor was it ever read, as a work of devotion or
apology. But worse parodies have been made of it. One
of them is playing at the moment on PBS.

I expect this series to do very well. British made, and
featuring Laurence Olivier and John Gielgud, it trades on
a certain image of my country that seems to go down
well in America. It is the same image that is catered

for by Alistair Cooke in his urbane openings to
“Masterpiece Theatre” and by Robert Morley in his
plummy promotion of British Airways. A country
idyllic, antique, and lovably eccentric, where traditional
good manners are upheld at the relatively low cost of an
admittedly “outmoded” class system.

The gorgeousness of scenery and setting have been very
lovingly done. The hints of upper-class debauchery and
high jinks are all there. But there is little subtlety and
less tragedy, and none of the feeling of a maimed and
bereaved country. The characterization is all wrong, too.
Jeremy Irons plays Charles Ryder as a heartbreaker, but
Ryder is supposed to be a bit of a stick. (In answer to a
query from Nancy Mitford as to how anybody could fall
in love with him, Waugh allowed, “He is dim.”)
Sebastian Flyte appears as a second-rate camp
individual, instead of the careless but complex figure he
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cuts in the novel. Anthony Blanche becomes a leering
little queen, whereas the book makes plain that he was
tough and intelligent as well as sexually versatile. Some
of the minor characters are exquisite (Mr. Samgrass is
just right, and Gielgud is splendid as Ryder’s awful
father). But poor adaptation and editing have removed
countless nuances that are vitally necessary. (Watch the
early scene where Blanche warns Ryder of Sebastian’s
charm, and then look it up in print.) Finally, beware of
the bookstore. Little, Brown has reissued its 1945 edition
in a gruesome “book of the series” format. Get the 1960
revised edition if you can.

Brideshead Revisited is not a comedy of social manners
or a tract. It is not the intellectual’s “Upstairs,
Downstairs.” It is not a bland celebration of the English
country house. It is an imperfect, often awkward, but
finally haunting rendition of a national myth. Composed
during the last world war, it illuminates the influences,
and captures the sense of longing and waste, that had led
to it from the previous one.

(The Nation, January 23, 1982)
DECIMATION:The Tenth Man

IN HIS ARTICLE “The Other Man,” Graham Greene
described the sensations, partly queasy and partly
hilarious, which came over him when he realized that he
was being shadowed for life. The existence of a full-time
doppelginger was a cause for some self-congratulation
(the sincerest form of flattery), for a touch of unease
(What does he want?), and for occasional irritation
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(What if he’s a nuisance and people think it’s me?).
Readers of the essay may have felt that this was just the
sort of thing that was meant to happen to Greene. The
shadow tended to make more appearances in exotic
latitudes, to be shy of cameras and interviews, to be
enigmatic when confronted. The full truth about him,
one felt, was probably known only in some melancholy
brothel or shabby confessional: just the kind of sibling
one might have expected.

Now, to Greene’s own surprise, he finds that he once
wrote a long short story about a man who survived by a
desperate act of impersonation. The Tenth Man lay in
who knows what box or file over the course of four
decades. When it was written, Dien Bien Phu had yet to
fall; Cuba was still a casino island; Kim Philby, a trusted
servant of the Crown. But the pages moldered on. Begun
for MGM studios, and composed in a time of exigency,
they have been retrieved by that great truffle-hound
Anthony Blond, who has done the state some service. |
still cannot rid myself of the feeling that this may be a
hoax. Take, for example, the following:

It was horrifying to realize that a man as false as that
could sum up so accurately the mind of someone so
true. The other way around, he thought, it doesn’t
work. Truth doesn’t teach you to know your fellow
man.

Or, from the succeeding page:

But it was a stranger who replied to his ring: a dark
youngish man with the brusque air of a competent and
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hard-worked craftsman. He packed the sacrament in
his bag as a plumber packs his tools. “Is it wet across
the fields?” he asked.

Here, surely, are the forgotten entrants in the renowned
New Statesman competition, where Greene parodies
were invited and the master himself came in a
pseudonymous third.

Still, whoever actually wrote this book (or film script)
certainly knew his business. The action originates in a
dank French jail during the Nazi occupation. The
prisoners are held as hostages against any act of violence
by the Resistance. When a German NCO is slain, the
reprisal is predetermined: one man in every ten must die
(a surprisingly lenient decision, by the standards of, say,
Oradour). The sadomasochistic detail is provided,
however, by the Nazi stipulation that the prisoners
themselves must cast the lot. Readers of The Tenth Man
will probably never again employ the word “decimate”
in its slack, inexact form.

The alphabet decides the draw, just as a defective watch
determines the pace and timing. A reverse order of
precedence is hit upon for no good reason, which gives
the lead character, Chavel, an illusory feeling of being at
the right end of things. The illusion is short-lived.

It’s actually quite difficult to sustain tension in a scene
where everyone knows what the outcome will be.
Greene once wrote of Brideshead Revisited that certain
decisive episodes, chapter length in memory, turned out
to be a mere few paragraphs on rereading. He called it a
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real test of narrative, and by that test he has succeeded.
Had MGM ever made the film, it would have
necessitated some intense perspiration close-ups and
breath-intakes, with many cutaways to the ticking
timepiece. You could surmise that it was genuine Greene
a few pages later, when the whole business takes a
sudden lurch:

As Voisin said, it wasn’t fair. Only Lendtre took it
calmly: he had spent a lifetime in business and he had
watched from his stool many a business deal
concluded in which the best man did not win.

Voisin has a point. Chavel, the prosperous attorney,
wants to cheat the firing squad by offering his whole
patrimony to a substitute. And there is a taker, Janvier,
who has always wanted to impress his female relations
by dying as a rich burgher... .

Swallow that, and forget for the moment that it was
Dostoevsky who wrote that a condemned man would
suffer anything rather than keep his appointment. The
redeemed Chavel finds himself in a dilemma analogous
to that of Raskolnikov. One compromise with death
exacts another. Janvier’s sister and mother take up their
wretched inheritance, the mother ignorant of the price
and the sister made miserable by her awareness of it.
Can Chavel keep away from his old estate after the
Liberation? Not in this script, he can’t. And, like
Raskolnikov (and Voisin), he has to object: “It isn’t fair.
This isn’t my fault. I didn’t ask for two lives—only

2 2

Janvier’s.
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For—and by all means suspend your disbelief
here—Chavel signs on as an anonymous servitor in his
old mansion. Better to serve in heaven than rule in hell?
The elements of a Catholic morality tale, at any rate, are
all in place. Thérese, sister of the departed Janvier, is
living a Havisham-like existence on her unwanted
inheritance and seems to be kept alive only by hatred and
desire for vengeance. Chavel, under his newly assumed
name of Charlot, feels it his mission to free her from this
rancorous obsession. The redeeming power of love is
brought into play. And his lawyerly little mind is well
evoked as he rehearses the necessary special pleading in
a nearby cabbage patch:

Already the charge against himself had been reduced
to a civil case in which he could argue the terms of
compensation. He wondered why last night he had
despaired—this was no occasion for despair, he told
himself, but for hope. He had something to live for,
but somewhere at the back of his mind the shadow
remained, like a piece of evidence he had deliberately
not confided to the court.

A fair depiction of the trials of accidie and the
temptations of guilt. And further confirmation that
Greene is correct in supposing that he did

write it. Not even the New Statesman competitors could
have easily come up with:

“Can I have your blessing, father?”

“Of course.” He rubber-stamped the air like a notary
and was gone.
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Greene has traditionally divided his fiction into “novels”
and “entertainments,” and it’s noticeable that neither
definition is awarded to The Tenth Man. There is, at the
last, no moral resolution to the story. Nor is there a
completely memorable major character like Scobie or
Wormald or Dr. Magiot. The final scenes resemble a
Wildean or Gilbertian denouement, with people popping
up randomly to contribute their individual “twists.”

Still, the saving seediness of the protagonists is an
authentic Greene touch. Chavel/Charlot can torture
himself all he wants, but there is no suggestion that a
better man died in his place. The females are dreary; the
fellow prisoners appallingly stoic; the sole resistant
character is a resentful cripple. French society, sketched
against a backdrop of shame and dislocation, is
sufficiently bleak to satisfy the most ardent fan. The sole
cheerful note is struck rather imperfectly by Carosse, the
phony and carpetbagger who typifies the period and who
almost spoils Chavel’s own imposture by a more
inventive one of his own.

The Tenth Man may have been forgotten for decades, but
it obviously contributed subliminal “prompts” to other
better-known works. Betrayal, mistaken identity,
remorse—these are the familiar themes. We learn in the
author’s introduction that MI5 once proposed to MI6 an
official-secrets prosecution on the basis of one of the
fantasies here engendered. Who would have been
indicted if C had given the go-ahead? Greene or the
other man? Men are still told off by numbers, with a
continuing search for someone to make up a fourth. We
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live on the porous boundary between Greeneland and
reality.

(The Times Literary Supplement, March 15, 1985)
POOR DEAR CYRIL

THERE IS A difference between an epigram and an
aphorism. Cyril Connolly, who certainly understood the
distinction, seems never to have cared much about it.
David Pryce-Jones, who refers to Connolly’s style as
“aphoristic,” seems not to know the difference. An
epigram is a witty saying or a deft observation. An
aphorism is a concise or clever statement of a truth or a
moral. Epigrams, then, are amoral, ephemeral, and often
produced purely for effect, while aphorisms have a
certain solemnity and preachiness. I think it no insult to
Connolly to describe his stuff as, at its best,
epigrammatic.

Oscar Wilde, somewhere, makes one of his characters a
martyr to the epigram. The man is prepared to ruin his
own argument or poison a valuable social occasion for
the sake of coining a swift and memorable mot.
Connolly seems to have been like that—fatally tempted
by the bitchy remark or (if you’ll allow me) the
momentary shaft. He would jeopardize friendship for
gossip and dinner parties for one-liners. This was the
destructive obverse, perhaps, of his youthful will to
please, his discovery that being amusing and obliging
was a hedge against ostracism. “Diverting” might be the
word here, with its twin connotations of wit and
deflection. For much of his life, Connolly seems to have
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put off the reckoning by reverting to the skills and
artifices of boyhood.

“Boyhood” also seems an appropriate keyword.
Connolly’s “Theory of Permanent Adolescence” seemed
dated a couple of decades ago, with its stress on the
retarding and narcissistic effects of public-school mores
on English life. But it may have surfaced again,
resplendent and reborn, in the half-affectionate cult of
the Sloane Rangers and the recent influx of hereditary
porkers into the House of Commons. Like Connolly
himself, this generation seems doomed and determined
to evolve from joli-laid into laid as fast as can be.

Pryce-Jones remarks quite aptly of Connolly in his book
Cyril Connolly: Journal and Memoir, that, “with some
part of himself, he managed to believe that his head start
and his many privileges really had been handicaps.”
Thus equipped, he fought a long battle against not
deprivation but inanition. Decades seem to have gone by,
on the evidence of this book, with its hero undergoing a
random series of moods, fluxes, deferrals, fads, and
lapses. The effect is enervating rather than otherwise,
because Connolly’s changes of pace and rhythm give no
impression of energy, but simply one of restlessness and
occasional despair. It would be a chronicle of wasted
time if it had not produced some writing of quality, and
some worthwhile reflections on the elusive business of
friendship.

Connolly rather specialized in epicene yearning and

smoldering, as only an adolescent who has been smitten
with his peers can yearn and smolder. In a letter to
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Robert Longden (“Bobbie”), written when he was at
Oxford in 1924, he implored:

Anyhow please don’t sleep with Ronnie, he is too tall
for you. Smith would be better (this is the page of a
letter that one’s parents always find)... . I get awful
noBocg here, not seeing a soul all day and having a
nice bedroom with a fire.

Hero worship, jealousy, the classics—Simon Raven has
spun trilogies out of less (without adding the slightly
comfy and banal bit about the fire and the bedroom). But
the impress of schooldays seems, as it does in Raven’s
fictional betrayals, to be indelible. By 1939, with air
raids and conscription in prospect, Connolly is writing of
wartime that “if we’re all back at school one must be/a
prefect.” Two major qualities of public-school life seem
to have stayed with him despite his effort, in Enemies of
Promise, to exorcise and ridicule the whole idea. The
first was a certain eagerness to truckle and toady to those
above or ahead of him: possible patrons like Berenson,
Pearsall-Smith, and Nicolson. The second was a marked
tendency to shun and scorn, not outcasts (Connolly
enjoyed slumming and the demimonde), but the lower
orders. On and on he goes about “Jews” and “niggers,”
and his only qualm about enlisting as a special constable
in the

General Strike is that he may thereby “lose caste” with
his more radical friends. Pryce-Jones’s memoir, you may
guess, will fit snugly against the more substantial
bookend formed by the Diaries of Evelyn Waugh.
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Reviewing Enemies of Promise in Scrutiny, Q. D. Leavis
frowned upon its “cosy social homogeneity” and claimed
to detect “the relation between knowing the right people
and getting accepted in advance of production as a
literary value.” Pryce-Jones regards this as a smear and a
caricature of how the “right people” emerge. How does
he know? There is a rampart of evidence, much of it
thrown up by Mr. Pryce-Jones, to show that Connolly
was very careful indeed about the cultivation of contacts
and outlets. Mrs. Leavis may have been unkind—Pryce-
Jones oddly accuses her of being jealous—but it’s rash
to assert that she wasn’t on to something.

This book takes the form of an unevenly cut sandwich.
First is Pryce-Jones’s exegesis of Connolly’s life and
early letters. Then comes a longish and slightly
indigestible “journal,” spanning the years 1928-37 in the
career of “CC” and his pals. Finally, there is a thin slice
of eulogy and apologia. The central section is, I find, a
bit rebarbative. Peter Quennell and Maurice Bowra and
Evelyn Waugh and Anthony Powell and much of
Bloomsbury and good old “Sligger” Urquhart, every
nickname footnoted and every nuance spelled out in
pokerface—do we really need all this again? There’s
some quite cutting stuff about the New Statesman, which
I shan’t give away, and some fresh glimpses here and
there, but it’s really another dose of the familiar
compound. By which I mean: a dash of the remittance
man, some rackety traveling, a tincture of furtive sex
(with much sniggering about lesbians), and the business
of voyaging long distances the better to fret about some
spoiled darling left behind in the Home Counties. Every
emotion is either ecstatic or near-suicidal, with the result
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that both kinds are transitory or shallow. In The Rock
Pool, one of the best novels of booze and anomie ever
written, this mental atmosphere somehow works. Laid
out in its original staccato jotting, it cloys very fast. The
only really absorbing thing is Connolly’s gradual
pupation into a heterosexual. Having left school under a
cloud—a cloud no bigger than a boy’s hand—he comes
to see the point of women, even if he does take a long
and operatic time about it.

One comes back, or is returned, again and again to the
business of “Permanent Adolescence.” Pryce-Jones is
perceptive about this loom of Connolly’s youth, but
occasionally very crass. In his reading of Orwell’s
account of prep-school purgatory (“Such, Such Were the
Joys”), he makes two extraordinary and unfair
judgments. One, that Orwell did not care about the fate
of a rich Russian contemporary—or at least about the
fate of that contemporary’s father. Second, that Orwell
used “albino” as a term of abuse. I challenge anybody to
look up the essay and find for Pryce-Jones in this. And if
he is dense about Connolly’s most famous school friend,
how is one to weigh his other opinions?

Amid the longueurs and the repeated sense of being, like
Connolly himself, stranded in time, this book does
supply the outlines of a portrait. A portrait of a mood
rather than an age, and of a manner rather than a
personality. It contains one of the most tragic lines I
have recently read (“Once married, Cyril was never thin
again”) and one of the silliest (“Sexually,” said Harold
Nicolson, “I represent a buffer state”). Parody and
teasing are not quite enough, however. They seem to
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confirm, for Pryce-Jones as well as Connolly, the adage
or maxim or apothegm or epigram or even aphorism that
those whom the gods wish to destroy they first describe
as “promising.”

(New Statesman, July 22, 1983)
I DARE SAY

THE EXISTENCE OF Mr. Reginald Maudling is a thing to
marvel at, to ponder of a white night, and, if such is your
way, to hoist high as an example. His Memoir is,
appropriately enough, fat, boring, and dense. It is of
interest only insofar as it shows the workings of an
instinctively

reactionary and commonplace mind. The prose is as
primitive as the politics. Here, for instance, is his
summary of the Dutschke deportation: “One of the
hazards of a Home Secretary is that he is bound to bump
into a certain amount of such cases, and the passions that
arise are very considerable.” No further revelation of that
nasty little episode is permitted.

Maudling is, in like manner, evasive and unilluminating
about his role in the internment crisis in Ulster. The
entire account of his most important political catastrophe
takes up three vapid paragraphs, compared with eight
devoted to his prep- and public-school days. Your
reviewer began to squirm in his chair when the scene
moved to Oxford. “Life in Oxford in the mid-1930’s was
extremely agreeable. It was to some extent over-
shadowed by the growing menace of Hitler.” It is, I
assure you, all as fresh and crisp as that. Sodden, Rotary
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Club style is the order of the day, and I think the book
must have been dictated (probably to the long-suffering
Beryl, judging by the number of random tributes to her
many qualities). Take, for example, Maudling’s
reflections on the Real Estate Fund of America:

One of the great advantages of my business
appointments was that they made it possible for me to
travel extensively. I think it is of very great value to
this country and to the world generally, that both
politicians and businessmen should be able to travel
widely, and to meet one another. The problem, of
course, is one of money.

Just so. As for his relationship with Jerome Hoffman, in
case you are interested, he merely says that “for some
time after I had resigned the Fund seemed to prosper ...
but then it collapsed along with other funds operating in
the same field.” He omits Hoffman’s record of fraud and
his spell in the slammer.

It’s conventionally said of Maudling that, although lazy
and incompetent, he’s really quite cuddly and
acceptable. I don’t think this is true at all. He was once
told by his headmaster that he was vain and selfish, and
that shot was right on the mark. But he’s also a natural
authoritarian, sycophantic to the strong and
contemptuous of the weak. (The victims of Bloody
Sunday, for instance, don’t even rate a line here.)

He says of William Armstrong, whom he met at Oxford,

“Was there ever a man more clearly destined to become
Head of the Treasury?” Was there ever a more fat-
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headed remark about the worst Head of the Treasury
since the war? He says of Suez: “I certainly believe it
was a morally correct action.” He says of Vietnam that
the Americans went “to leave their own blood and
treasure there, in defense of what they thought to be
right.” After resigning over the Poulson affair, he
remembers receiving from Henry Kissinger, who had
problems of his own, a handwritten letter from the White
House, of the most friendly kind. Terrific. The absence
of any reflective or critical capacity is astounding—or
would be, if we did not have his political record as a
reminder.

Even where he makes some shift to be interesting, as he
does on the Middle East, he contrives to leave a nasty
taste. Despite his buffoonlike asides on Suez, Maudling
is rather pro-Arab, and especially pro the fat and rich
ones. He records some absorbing visits to the area and
says that he is not popular with sensitive Jewish opinion.
Then he spoils the whole thing by talking of a “final
solution” for Israel—as unhappy and sloppy a phrase as
he could have picked. As Thatcher looms, there are
plenty of wiseacres to say that the Heath team was more
statesmanlike, more in touch, more realistic, and more
tolerant. Memory, hold the door. Here is a book that
reminds us of what kind of people they were. No
impulse for nostalgia need arise. We are well shot of
Reggie.

(New Statesman, June 30, 1978)

THE MOUTH OF FOOT
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IN THE FOLLOWING passages, who is being assessed by
whom?

It is the superlative ease, the unruffled assurance with
which that mind works, which first impresses those
who meet him. One can hardly hear the mechanism
working at all and yet the results have a perfect
precision. Without any sense of strain or pretention,
that marvellous instrument absorbs all the arguments
presented to it and sifts from them an endless flow of
conclusions framed in smooth, yet vibrant English.

Or, in a comparable vein:

What [he] so valiantly stood for could have saved his
country from the Hungry Thirties and the Second
World War ... genius.

The first paragraph is an appreciation of Lord Goodman.
The second is a paean to Sir Oswald Mosley. The author
in both cases is Michael Foot.

He exhibits here (as he does at much greater length in
Debts of Honour) the three distinctive traits of his
character as author and as politician. These are a deep
reverence for the Establishment, especially for its more
gamy ornaments; a fascination with certain reactionary
rebels; and a prose style which relies on hyperbole for
such effect as it can command.

There is a fourth ingredient, only hinted at in the above.
It is a pervasive and amusing variety of chauvinist
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Anglophobia—very highly developed and of an intensity
usually found only among Americans.

This ought to make for an enjoyable if not very
enlightening read. But it doesn’t. The treacly
exaggerations start to cloy after a while; it’s like eating a
whole box of chocolate creams. Swift is “the foremost
exponent of lucidity in the English language.” Max
Aitken “was as handsome as Apollo, as swiftly moving
as Mercury.” Isaac Foot “must have been just about the
happiest man who ever lived.” Randolph Churchill “set
the Thames, the Hudson, the Tiber or the Danube on fire
with his boiling intoxicant invective.” There is no
subtlety, no light or shade. Everybody has got to be
larger than life.

Foot was apprenticed to flattery at the court of
Beaverbrook and learned his trade well. The longest
essay in this collection of profiles and memoirs concerns
the old monster himself. He would not be able to claim
that Foot did not take him at his own valuation.
Apparently Beaverbrook favored the ‘“rumbustious,
marauding private enterprise system which had enabled
him to become a multi- or as he would call it, a Maxi-
millionaire.” And which enabled him to keep Foot (and
to a more parsimonious extent, 7ribune) in fair old style.
Luckily, Beaverbrook was quite nice if you really knew
him, as well as “a volcano of laughter which went on
erupting till the end.”

This rebarbative style is more of a trudge when it is used

to praise a good man than when it is employed to
whitewash a villain. Ignazio Silone was a very great
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writer and a very fine comrade. But he was not “the New
Machiavelli” and didn’t pretend to be. Bertrand Russell
was and remains an inspiration in philosophy and
politics. But who really regards him as a “Philosopher
Englishman”? And how many takers for the following
estimate?

He became one of the chief glories of our nation and
people, and I defy anyone who loves the English
language and the English heritage to think of him
without a glow of patriotism.

What the hell, one is moved to inquire, has that got to do
with it? It might be truer to say that Russell would resent
very much any attempt to annex him and his thought in
such a way. A man who gave so much of himself to
other countries, and who was so opposed to the crappy
orthodoxies of

British arrogance, cannot be captured in lines and
thoughts like Foot’s. Not that Foot’s admiration for
Russell is feigned. I should say that most of his essay on
Tom Paine was inspired by a piece Russell wrote in
1934—except that Foot inserts a factual error about
Jefferson that Russell did not make.

This tendency to hero worship results in some very
bizarre formulations. Say what you like about Disraeli
(“the Good Tory”), it is difficult to recognize anything
“Byronic” in his career or in his novels. Yet that is the
precise epithet Foot selects for him. There is a great deal
yet to be learned about Robert Blatchford, but it will not
be found out by calling him “just about the best writer of
books about books there ever was.” For one thing, such

190



praise is meaningless. For another thing, it elides the
obvious about Blatchford—his miserable declension
from an affected socialism to an unaffected racialism and
insularity. Perhaps Foot finds the reminiscence an
uncomfortable one.

The obverse of Foot’s credulity about people and
institutions (who now remembers his slavishly adoring
biography of Harold Wilson?) is an unattractive streak of
sentiment. He manages to enlist a kind of sympathy
when he writes about H. N. Brailsford or about Vicky.
Even though the Brailsford essay is clotted with
overwriting (“glorious,” “imperishable,” etcetera), one
can see that Foot does not need to strain for effect on this

occasion. The subject matter tells its own story.

But all the rest is rambling and bluff. Apparently Sarah
Churchill, “given her magnificent head,” could have
salvaged England in the reign of Queen Anne.
Apparently “the magnanimous English Left, led as usual
by the Irish,” came to the rescue of Jonathan Swift.
These reworkings have at least the merit of improbability
(especially in the latter case, coming as it does from the
Orangemen’s best friend—the man who dealt them a
new hand to buy Callaghan an extra month).

I don’t think that Foot can ever have blotted out a line.
The collection is much harder to read than it must have
been to write. Did he, for instance, really mean to say the
following about his poor wife?
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The room of her own, the room where she works
when she is not cooking, gardening, shopping,
cleaning, making beds, entertaining

and the rest, is a feminist temple, a shrine dedicated to
the cause of women’s rights.

If this is one of Foot’s arch bits of self-mockery, I think
we should be told. When a man can write about
Beaverbrook that “I loved him, not merely as a friend
but as a second father,” one needs a stone of some sort to
separate parody from the real thing.

The point about hero worship is not that you may be
worshipping the wrong hero. It is that you surrender your
reason and suspend your critical faculties. Foot’s book
on Aneurin Bevan, though written with much greater
care than the present collection, is a disappointment
because it makes its subject into a devotional figure and
thus greatly exaggerates his real importance in our time.
Issues like Churchill’s conduct of the war, Tito’s
treatment of political opposition, or the Russian invasion
of Hungary are shaped in a Procrustean fashion to fit
Bevan’s own role. The book cannot be read (unlike, say,
Isaac Deutscher s biography of Trotsky) as a guide to the
period in which the central figure operated.

Still less do any of these portraits fulfill that necessary
function. Once you start calling Beaverbrook a
“buccaneer,” it is only a short while before you find you
have written this:

The military vision of Churchill and his chief advisers
was still fixed on other and lesser objectives and it was

192



Beaverbrook who, within the Cabinet, seized and
sustained the initiative to turn the national energies along
the road of commonsense.

Eh? Does Foot read his articles through when he’s
finished?

Foot is never happier than when writing about World
War II. It is a favorite theme in his contemporary
speeches as well. He seems to remember a period of
social harmony, democratic impulse, and social
innovation. His famous polemic Guilty Men (which he
penned under the nom de guerre of Cato) has an account
of Dunkirk that could have come from the Boy’s Own
Paper. Such an attitude, which might have made
agitational sense in wartime, has more than outlived its
usefulness. I remember hearing

Foot invoke the spirit of Dunkirk in the Commons on the
night Labour lost the vote of confidence in 1979; it was
ghastly to hear the titters of the Tories and to see the
embarrassment on the Labour benches.

In 1940, also, it might have been permissible for a
socialist to write as if Britain did not have an empire
(though Orwell, for one, kept insisting that the subject be
remembered). Foot contrives to daub his portrait of
Beaverbrook as if the man had never been an imperialist
at all. He does have the grace to recall “Max” at the time
of Munich, but only to mention it as an aberration. For
the rest, this beautiful friendship, and its seminal role in
Our Island Story, is preserved and mummified forever in
scented prose. It seems almost unkind to disturb it now.
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Foot is a charming old ham in one way, and one should
not be surprised at his liking for fellow hams. He has
given plenty of harmless pleasure to hopeful audiences
in his time. Some say that his present attachment to the
most flagrant conservatism is the result of a “mellowing”
process. Others talk darkly of a “sellout.” But, as far as
can be discerned, Foot is quite right to claim consistency
in his own record.

He has never been otherwise than a poseur, moving
smoothly, for instance, from the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament into Callaghan’s Inner Cabinet on the
Cruise missiles and back into irrelevant pacifist attitudes.
Like Disraeli, he is a quick-change artist. The objection
comes when he dresses up this act as socialism and thus
disfigures a good idea. (Just as he here proposes Disraeli
as a radical—because he once gave a civil audience to
that old fraud and chauvinist H. M. Hyndman.)

In his brief essay on Vicky’s enduring cartoons, Foot
asks the reader, “And, if he had lived, which of us would
have escaped the lash?” Good question. I believe that
there does exist a link between Foot’s gullibility as a
person, his credulity as a profile writer, and his
disqualifications as a politician. The same weakness of
character that makes him fawn in print makes him a
conformist in politics. The same glutinous style (he even
writes of the acid Defoe that “the truth he had bottled up
within himself for so long poured out in golden spate™)
has its analogue in the gross sentimentality which marks
his public speaking.
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A good test is this: listen to a Foot speech, whether made
on a party

conference platform or in the House of Commons. Mark
the dewy response it sometimes gets. Then grab a copy
of Hansard or the conference report and read the thing.
Full of evasions, crammed with corny special pleading,
usually rounded off with an appeal for unity, and
generally couched, behind its rhetorical mask, in terms
of strict political orthodoxy. A classic case is his defense
of Mrs. Gandhi’s merciless Emergency, where a crude
and reactionary political maneuver was defended by
Foot as an inheritance from the splendid days of
Congress, and a necessary insurance against
“destabilisation.”

Another relationship exists in the matter of detail.
Whether he is writing about Tom Paine or justifying the
last Labour government’s breaking of the firemen’s
strike, Foot likes to deal in sweeping generalities. He
once echoed Lamb’s toast to Hazlitt, “Confusion to
Mathematics,” by proposing the toast “Confusion to
Economics.” How predictable, then, that he would
become the stout defender of the most dismally
conventional economic policy when he got anywhere
near power. And how regrettable, when discussing Tom
Paine, that he should say, with habitual absolutism, that
Jefferson “never wavered” in his high opinion of Paine.
It is important, in any evaluation of Paine’s American
years, to recall the coldness that did interrupt his
relationship with Jefferson.

These details matter. In Britain, it is pretty easy to get a
reputation as a radical. The standard of our politicians is
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such that, when they prove literate at all, they are hailed
as Romantics, Renaissance men, Revivalists. The timing
of this book could not have been more fortunate; we
shall be able to examine both vainglorious claims at
once.

The best interim obituary may be that written about
Foot’s hero Disraeli by Lady Gwendolen Cecil:

He was always making use of convictions that he did
not share, pursuing objects which he could not own,
manoeuvring his party into alliances which though
unobjectionable from his own standpoint were
discreditable and indefensible from theirs. It was an
atmosphere of pervading falseness which involved his
party as well as himself.

(New Statesman, November 14, 1980)
BORN-AGAIN CONFORMIST
I

ANGLO-AMERICAN commentary on “culture and society”
has sometimes been infiltrated by writers who believe
they are Orwell but who think like Babbitt. Norman
Podhoretz, for example, is to Manhattan what Bernard
Levin has become to London’s commuter belt—a born-
again conformist with some interesting disorders of the
ego. If this seems an excessive way to begin a
consideration of a “serious” writer, then recall what
Alfred Kazin wrote in his essay on the brave days of
Podhoretz’s own magazine Commentary:
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There is real madness to modern governments,
modern war, modern moneymaking, advertising,
science and entertainment; this madness has been
translated by many a Jewish writer into the country
they live in, the time that offers them everything but
hope. In a time of intoxicating prosperity, it has been
natural for the Jewish writer to see how superficial
society can be, how pretentious, atrocious,
unstable—and comic.

There is the measure of Podhoretz’s betrayal. Kazin was
writing in 1966. One year later, Podhoretz published
Making It, a drooling libation to the bitch-goddess
success, in which he made his peace with intoxicating
prosperity and abandoned the crisp, even lucid style of
his earliest critical writings. Making It was an awful
book all right, but it did have certain attractive qualities
of the chutzpah sort—a kind of eagerness and a wideness
of the eyes.

In Breaking Ranks, the eyes have narrowed appreciably.
Podhoretz here makes his peace with modern
government, modern war, and modern moneymaking.
Robert Lekachman has described the jacket photograph

as “the spitting image of a central banker age 70 who has
just plunged his country into a depression for its own
good.” I think it more closely resembles a man about to
unload some underwater real estate. Podhoretz sets
down, in the wretchedly affected form of an open letter
to his son, the experience of personal assimilation and
adjustment, the business of growing up out of
“radicalism.” Like many letters nowadays, this one gives
the impression of having been typed rather than written.
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It is a torment to read, but it does offer some clues to the
mind-set of the neoconservative—more especially the
insecure, name-dropping, self-obsessed, and slipshod
variety.

The first and most obvious thing to say about Podhoretz
is that he is an ex-radical in the same way that Richard
Nixon is an ex-President. He never had any real claim on
the noble title. His boldest ever essay was “My Negro
Problem,” written in 1963, when he advocated planned
miscegenation in a style offensively glib. This
qualification does not restrain him from a tremendous
exhibition of self-regard as the man who single-handedly
defied the “Left Establishment.”

While it is true that New York publishing has had a
febrile tendency to the radical chic (and a parallel
tendency to overreact to the egregious Podhoretz, thus
confirming him in his conviction of martyrdom), you
would not find our Norman querying the local narcissism
for an instant. It is indeed, for him, the very breath of
life. It’s no exaggeration to say that his review of the
reviews of Making It gets more space than Vietnam,
desegregation, nuclear weaponry, environmentalism, and
Watergate all put together. But this is not the chief
failure of proportion and perspective. If Manhattan is the
navel of the world, and if it groans under a marxisant
dictatorship, then what does that make Norman? Why,
Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn combined—what else?

Should this sound like an overstatement, try the

following as an example. Podhoretz has already made
the straight-faced claims that “Making It did more than
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fly in the face of the radical party line” and that it made
him “a traitor to [his] class.” Then Norman Mailer
dumped on the book too. Listen:

The fact that Norman Mailer—a founding father and
patron saint of the “Left Establishment” and, though
not perhaps quite so brave

as he thought he was, much less cowardly in this
respect than most—should have felt himself forced
into a maneuver like this was all the proof anyone
could have needed that the “terror” had become
pervasive and efficient enough to make strong men
quake and to leave no one feeling safe.

Sic. This preposterous extract gives a representative
flavor of Podhoretz’s clichéd and dismal style, as well as
of his insulting manner. To compare his salon bust-up
with the reality of Stalinist terror—leave alone the reality
of McCarthyite persecution about which Commentary
was always so equivocal—makes the paranoia of F. R.
Leavis (Podhoretz’s old supervisor) seem like mildness
itself.

But if only that were all. Just as Making It dropped the
name of Leavis whenever possible, so Breaking Ranks is
larded with references to Lionel Trilling. Trilling was an
authentic defender of the “reasonable” and the
“moderate,” in a fashion Podhoretz tries in vain to
emulate. He is prayed in aid, often in ways he might not
have admitted, throughout these pages. Only once is he
abused—tfor advising Podhoretz not to publish Making It
in the first place. Suddenly, sycophancy is replaced by
its twin brother of spite:
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I did not understand until much later, and then only in
the light of how Trilling would conduct himself in the
coming years, how telling a sign it was of his own
failure of nerve.

Everything, then, is defined in relation to Podhoretz. He
has all the third-rater’s loathing for those people better
equipped to face high tasks and principles. Gnawed (if
we are to be charitable) by this sense of his own paucity,
he’s driven to a series of ungenerous and inaccurate
sketches. On Noam Chomsky:

Far from reciprocating the support he had received
from the American government, Chomsky was later to
issue a bitter denunciation of his fellow intellectuals
for being pro-American, though unlike him, many he
denounced had never received any government grants.

On Irving Howe:
Yet in view of the fact that the socialism to which he
was committed had no discernible content, I began to
think that his stubborn loyalty to the word, as well as
the idea, came out of the same primitive loyalty that
made so many Jews go on calling themselves Jews.

On A. J. Muste:

Whatever else Muste exuded, he looked and talked
even less like a winner than [Norman] Thomas.

On Jason Epstein:
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Jason felt trapped by the life. I felt trapped by the
ideas. Together we made a team.

In the sense that he is incapable of representing an
opposing viewpoint, Podhoretz does not really qualify as
an intellectual at all. The patronizing and low-rent level
of those (typical) quotations is depressed still further by
Norman’s other dirty little habit. He throws off names
(Delmore Schwartz, Hannah Arendt, Philip Rahv) as if
to suggest—never quite claiming—that they somehow
associated themselves with the author.

As a result, everything Podhoretz does or says is on the
record. One imagines him tooling off to keep a luncheon
appointment with a publisher and mentally intoning, “It
was on March 12, 1976, that Podhoretz went to have
lunch at Harper & Row ...” But he gets nervous at the
absence of witnesses, and makes them up, too.

So it seems that Making It was not a catharsis. Nor did
its title intend any saving irony. Podhoretz really is like
that: the child was father to the man. His latest
autobiography of an autobiography has the piss and
vinegar of the original—only it’s gone sour. Even the
self-deprecation is now conceited. This finds its
corollary, as do his cheap portraits of American radicals,
in a certain power-worshipping trait.

For not everyone is insulted here. Lyndon Johnson is
held up as a model President, combining agrarian
shrewdness with a capacity as “one of the great senators
of modern times.” Daniel Moynihan, of course, can do
no wrong (Podhoretz even tells one of his jokes fwice in
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his excitement—a joke, moreover, which he would
surely denounce as snobbish radicalism if told by anyone
else). He weaves in some slightly ambiguous toadying to
the Kennedy family. Leslie Fiedler is described in a
rather otiose way as “the wildly brilliant literary critic.”
There’s also some posturing around the idea that
Podhoretz “knows” England and can synthesize its finest
into the pages of his magazine:

There were, for example, R, H. S. Crossman, C. A. R.
Crosland and Denis Healey—all future cabinet
ministers and all talented intellectuals by any
definition of that term (they were all, by the way, past
or future contributors to Commentary as well).

Talented and intellectual. Better still:

Machines and factories—those “dark Satanic mills”
which as William Blake had said as far back as the
late eighteenth century were ruining “England’s green
and pleasant land.”

Oh, that Blake.

After all this, it’s just a weary duty to record that
Podhoretz thinks Vietnam was no more than “a mistake”
(and never confronts the case of those he slanders for
taking the harder view). Or that he only mentions
Kissinger once, to accuse him of being too tender-
minded in dealing with the OPEC nations. Or that he
feels that “the underlying belief of Amerian radicalism in
the 1960s was that all the sufferings of the human heart
were caused and could therefore be cured by laws and
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kings.” Like all reactionaries who think that they are
against the stream, and who appear to believe in his case
that American power is controlled by The New York
Review of Books, Podhoretz winds up mouthing
mainstream commonplaces under the illusion that he is
saying the unsayable.

One need not be a “liberal” to object to his desecration
of that

ambivalent but honorable term. He doesn’t even seem to
know what he’s talking about. On page 117, he speaks
slightingly of “the liberal idea that any and all
technological advances were to be welcomed.” Later he
records and overstates Trilling’s view that the whole
literary tradition (and ipso facto a goodish bit of what
Podhoretz defines as liberalism) stands in opposition to
industrialism and the industrial revolution. It doesn’t
matter so much that both statements are misleading as it
does that they do not cohere. Podhoretz, once again, is
chewing more than he bites off.

His “book” concludes with a hail of badly aimed shafts
at the sexual-minority movements. This is no more than
a grace note to the crashing chords of nonsense and
venom that have gone before. Podhoretz, the man who
says, “in 1970, shortly after my growing doubts about
radicalism had coalesced and come to a head in a
conviction so blazing that it ignited an all-out offensive
against the Movement”—this same Podhoretz ends up
whining about contraception and homosexuality
Commentary was once flatteringly termed an organ of
the “military-intellectual complex.” To criticize its editor
in his own terms would be to echo Kazin’s
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phrasing—superficial, pretentious, atrocious, unstable,
and (unconsciously) comic.

(New Statesman, March 21, 1980)
11

On January 13, 1898, Georges Clemenceau’s Paris
newspaper, L’ ’Aurore, published an article over the name
of Emile Zola. In it, Zola denounced the military,
political, judicial, and clerical hierarchies of France. He
excoriated the cynicism and the brutishness of those who
had condemned Captain Alfred Dreyfus, and he made it
plain that their actions were infected with, and motivated
by, anti-Jewish bigotry. The article compelled the retrial
of Dreyfus and led to his eventual acquittal and
reinstatement. It also changed France more than any
polemic had done since Voltaire or Marx. In 1945, when
Charles Maurras, the spiritual leader of French

fascism, was convicted of collaborating with the Nazis,
he denounced the verdict as “the revenge of Dreyfus.”

Looked at in one way, the Dreyfus case was historic and
encouraging because it was the first occasion on which a
European country divided itself passionately on the
question of justice for a Jew. Dreyfus was victimized,
but also vindicated. The legions of the Catholic Church
and the other anti-Semitic rabble were beaten. Theodor
Herzl, who witnessed the Christian mobs calling for the
death of Jews, drew the equal and opposite conclusion.
He was sufficiently affected to conclude that Jews would
never be safe in Europe, and from his reaction to the
Dreyfus case we can date the birth of modern Zionism.
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Zola’s germinal article was entitled “J’Accuse.” In an
article in the September 1982 issue of Commentary
(written before the Beirut massacres), Norman Podhoretz
felt morally and personally secure enough to appropriate
the title for his own purpose. He argued, or at any rate
asserted, that the outraged response to the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon could be compared to the anti-
Dreyfus frenzy. In short, he accused the critics of Sharon
and Begin of being anti-Semitic.

That is an old argument, and anybody who has ever
written critically about Israel can testify to its force.
Anti-Semites are usually but not invariably anti-Zionist.
Some critics of Israel are anti-Semitic. Some Jews regard
Zionism as a blasphemous assault on the teachings of
their religion. Some Zionists were pro-fascist (like
Begin’s mentor, Jabotinsky). Some Nazis were even
sympathetic to Zionism. The author of the Balfour
Declaration, Arthur Balfour, disliked very much the
prospect of Jewish immigration to Britain and spoke
hotly of the “dual loyalty” problems it would create. The
leading opponent of the Balfour Declaration in the
Cabinet, Edwin Montague, was also its only Jew. He
described Zionism as “anti-Semitic in result.”

Taken singly, these examples may be mere ironies.
Taken together, they show that there is no necessary—no
logical—identity between anti-Israeli (or anti-Begin)
views and anti-Jewish ones. Anti-Semites are people
who dislike Jews because they are Jews. Moreover, they
dislike them for reasons not merely of complexion or
physique or supposed inferiority, but for reasons having
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to do with religion, history, secrecy, mysticism, blood,
soil, and gold. Given the

“right” circumstances, such a prejudice can and does
become murderous and unappeasable. To be accused of
harboring it, therefore, is no joke.

Curiously, Podhoretz does not actually accuse anyone of
harboring it. He plants a few innuendoes against
individuals, but he isn’t enough of a Zola to deal in plain
words or to offer any evidence. Apparently, the new
wave of anti-Semitism in America has no active anti-
Semites in it. This certainly distinguishes it from its
historical predecessors and must come as something of a
relief to anybody who has studied or experienced
previous periods of pogrom or intolerance. (In Poland in
1968, there was an anti-Jewish purge mounted under an
anti-Zionist guise. Nobody was in any doubt as to the
identity of those responsible, and their leader, General
Mieczyslaw Moczar, is notorious to this day.)

The nearest Podhoretz comes to a definition is this:

For example, whereas the possibility of a future threat
to its borders was (rightly in my opinion) deemed a
sufficient justification by the United States under John
F. Kennedy to go to the brink of war in the Cuban
missile crisis of 1962, the immense caches of arms
discovered in PLO dumps in Southern Lebanon have
not persuaded many of the very people who
participated in or applauded Kennedy’s decision that
the Israelis were at least equally justified in taking
action against the PLO in Lebanon.
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Criticism of Israel based on a double standard deserves
to be called anti-Semitic.

This argument has a long way to go before it is even
half-baked. But it is revealing stuff, all the same.
Apparently, if you supported Kennedy over Cuba and
you don’t support Begin and Sharon over Lebanon, you
are a Jewbaiter. Well. What if (like many Jews) you
opposed Kennedy and support Sharon? What if (like any
sane person) you opposed Kennedy’s readiness to
destroy the human race in his undeclared war on Castro
and now oppose Sharon?

Podhoretz does admit what has become obvious: that
“loose or promiscuous use of the term anti-Semitism can
only rob it of force and meaning.” As if sensing the
swamp of gibberish that is opening at his feet, he adds
generously: “Conversely, criticisms of Israel based on
universally applied principles and tempered by a sense of
balance in the distribution of blame cannot and should
not be stigmatized as anti-Semitic, however mistaken or
dangerous to Israel one might consider them to be.”

Responses to the mass killings at the Shatila and Sabra
camps are, it might be thought, as nearly in conformity
with those criteria as it is possible to be. The Israeli army
occupied West Beirut, in defiance of an earlier
agreement, on the pretext of securing law and order. It
admits that it permitted the Phalangist troops to enter the
camps. It cannot claim, having armed and trained the
Phalange for years, not to know of its views on
Palestinians.
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Then came the flares, the bulldozers, and the rest. Here,
surely, is a case that by any standards would expose the
army responsible to criticism. Armed with Podhoretz’s
own criteria, I wondered what he would say about it.

On September 24, he surfaced in The Washington Post to
assert that those making a fuss about Shatila were anti-
Semitic. This must mark a new low. Apart from
abandoning his own rather lax standard of what is
permissible in the criticism of Israel, Podhoretz is
defaming, as bigots or self-haters, many of the most
eminent Jews in Israel and the United States. We don’t
yet have a term for this prejudice.

There are two remaining ironies in Podhoretz’s article.
In seeking to excuse and minimize the massacre, he
resurrects the old argument about the Palestinians being
the authors of their own destruction. By having armed
men in their midst, so runs this view, they invite death
from the skies or murder by night. (There don’t seem to
have been any guerrillas to defend Shatila or Sabra, but
that is beside the point.) I hope, very sincerely, that
Podhoretz’s logic (which is also official Israeli logic) is
never used against the Jewish settlers in the West Bank.
These people, who are opposed by the Arab inhabitants
not because they are Jews but because they are settlers,
have made their homes and enclaves into armed camps
with the help of the ever-considerate Sharon. Should the
world shrug if someday civilians are massacred there?

Podhoretz wrote very warmly in his Commentary article

of Menachem Milson, then head of the occupation
authority in the West Bank. He spoke of Milson’s
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distinction between the PLO and the Palestinians. He
said,

sardonically, that “the PLO and its apologists have
naturally done everything in their power to sabotage and
discredit Milson.” But it took more than that to get him
out of office. It took Sharon. Milson, a hard-liner and a
writer for Commentary, resigned his post over the
Shatila/Sabra affair. Podhoretz, writing after that
extraordinary piece of news, talks as if Milson, too, were
a victim of anti-Semitic paranoia. No theoretical reductio
ad absurdum could be more crushing. Even William
Buckley, leader and teacher of the American Phalange,
was forced to tell Podhoretz in two public epistles that
his cry of anti-Semitism was not intellectually reputable.

On one point, though, Podhoretz is right. It is indecent
and illiterate to compare Israel to Nazi Germany. But not
all those who do this can possibly be ill-intentioned.
Rabbi Arnold Wolf, former Jewish chaplain at Yale, said
of Shatila, “It’s Babi Yar all over again and this time
we’re not innocent.” The rabbi was obviously reaching
for a standard of cruelty and horror that matched the
crime. But he’s still wrong: Babi Yar was part of a
process of literal genocide. “Genocide,” along with
“Final Solution” and “Holocaust,” is a term not to be
lightly used for propaganda. By the same token, it is
wrong for the Israeli government to speak of the
Palestinians as neo-Nazis and for Israeli apologists to
invoke the Holocaust against every criticism. If the
moral chaos exists, it is partly because of Israeli special
pleading. Podhoretz should also object to that, but he
doesn’t.

209



No honest person would be the loser if the morally
blackmailing argument of “anti-Semitism” were dropped
from the discourse. Any fool can tell a real anti-Semite a
mile off. Any fool can see that the Phalangists are in the
same tradition as the persecutors of Dreyfus. Any fool
can see that Begin uses the memory of the Holocaust to
muffle his own guilt. But it takes a real fool to confuse
the editor of Commentary with Emile Zola. Who the hell
does Podhoretz think he is?

(The Nation, October 9, 1982)
THE TROUBLE WITH HENRY
I

WHEN 1 HAD finished digesting The White House Years, |
was so replete with its mendacity and conceit that I took
a vow. I swore that I would never read another work by
Henry Kissinger until the publication of his prison
letters. But the old prayer “O Lord, Let Mine Enemy
Write a Book™ has proved too strong not to be answered
once again.

How does one review a book like Years of Upheaval for
a magazine like The Nation? After all, our readers have
been battered by a revelation or two in their time. It
would be insulting to “reveal” to them that Kissinger lies
about his part in the Nixon bugging scandal and otiose to
inform them that he still cannot face the truth about the
bombing of Cambodia and the subversion of Chile. I
suppose one might resort, in the light of Seymour
Hersh’s excellent forensic material, to some discussion
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of Kissinger’s complicity with Nixon’s anti-Semitism. If
I interviewed the king of Saudi Arabia, and he droned on
about “Jewish traitors,” and I replied, “Well, your
majesty, there are Jews and Jews,” would I get respectful
reviews from people named Max Frankel and Stanley
Hoffmann?

So let’s get the obvious out of the way, and the power-
worshipping reviewers along with it. This entire book is
predicated on an enormous and conscious falsehood.
Kissinger (or HAK, as he calls himself in photograph
captions) would have us believe that he was constructing
an intelligent and imaginative foreign policy, which was
haltered and finally crippled by an extraneous force. It’s
as if HAK were plowing a harmless furrow and was hit
by lightning out of a clear sky. Hersh’s material shows
that Kissinger was implicated not only in the actual
violations that became known as Watergate but in the
power plays overseas that made the illegal invigilations
“necessary.” Q.E.D. Kissinger lies. What does this prove
except that we have credulous book critics?

So we need not waste time exploding HAK’s apologia. It
is, like the policy on which it was based, autodestructive.
The volume repays study all the same. It contains, for
instance, the following apercu:

Hanoi and Washington had inflicted grievous wounds
on each other; theirs were physical, ours psychological
and thus perhaps harder to heal.

And this:
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Our immediate task was to stop the war; to remove
nuclear weapons from Greece while Turkey invaded
Cyprus would eliminate all restraints on Turkish
military action. I also feared that if we once withdrew
nuclear weapons we might never be able to return
them—setting a dangerous precedent.

And this:

No nuclear weapon has ever been used in modern
wartime conditions.

What have we here? What we have is an appalling moral
deafness. And a species of doublethink whereby the
“wounds” of Washington and Hanoi can be equated,
whereby the country that ceases to harbor nuclear
weapons becomes ‘“dangerous,” and whereby the
obliteration of Hiroshima and Nagasaki can be simply
forgotten. Many people on the left become embarrassed
by talk of morality; they prefer to insist that it is policies
and institutions, not individuals and personalities, that
really “count.” Now, it is probably true that the policies
Kissinger followed and the leaders he served demanded
a robotic and ruthless operative. But, on the evidence of
this horrible book, the specific character of HAK did
make a life-and-death difference to thousands of people.

The thing is so badly written that the eye often slides
over the atrocities (how on earth could Stanley
Hoffmann praise the style?). Take this small but useful
example. During the October 1973 war in the Middle
East, the Portuguese government was reluctant to let its
airfields be used for the resupply of Israel:
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I had therefore drafted a Presidential letter of unusual
abruptness to Portuguese Prime Minister Marcelo
Caetano that refused military equipment and
threatened to leave Portugal to its fate in a hostile
world. By the middle of Saturday afternoon, the
Portuguese gave us unconditional transit rights at
Lajes airbase.

There you have it—the relish in bullying and the
implication, always present in the book, that you have to
play hardball in this world if you want results. But there
is no mention of the client status of the Portuguese
dictatorship elsewhere, no mention of the colonial wars
it was fighting with HAK’s support, and no mention at
all of the Portuguese revolution that took place the
following year. So, when he comes to describe his tussle
with Congress over intervention in Angola, HAK has
abolished all the complexity of recent history by simple
elision.

There is only one occasion when HAK admits the prime
importance of local factors and allows that the internal
life of a nation is more than the sum of its links to the
United States. That is when he seeks to wriggle off the
hook about Chile. He would prefer us to think of the
coup as something spontaneously generated by
endogenous conditions. (He also asks us to believe that
Allende committed suicide.) As usual, he achieves his
effect by a combination of omission—there’s nothing on
the famous “make the economy scream” meeting—and
special pleading. He also stretches the definition of
euphemism by admitting that, after Pinochet took power,
“rumors of torture were widespread.” Just read the
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sentence twice—you will have done more than the
editors of this book or most of its reviewers have done.

You can, of course, agree with The New Republic, whose
reviewer was Walter Laqueur. As he puts it in his
worldly way, “It’s an all too well-established fact that
prolonged government service ... usually has a
debilitating effect on a person’s ability to write.” Passing
over the matter of Laqueur’s own fluency, and forgetting
the stylistic contributions of, say, Churchill,

Talleyrand, Trotsky, and de Gaulle, and bearing in mind
that Laqueur makes this point in order to praise
Kissinger’s writing ability, I beg to differ. It is not
politics and good writing that do not mix. It is the great
mass of lies and crimes, moldering undigested at HAK’s
core, that makes his style so evasive and convoluted.
Hardest to take are the moments of crackerbarrel
philosophy that punctuate the narrative: “It is easy to go
with the tide; more difficult to judge where the tide is
going.” Lots of that kind of thing.

Very occasionally, there is a moment of genuine re-
elation and interest; Usually, these occur when HAK is
trying to justify himself. The following, for instance, is a
useful account of the real logic of the Nixon foreign
policy:

Détente helped rather than hurt the American defense
effort. Before the word détente was even known in
America the Congress cut $40 billion from the defense
budgets of Nixon’s first term; even so dedicated a
supporter of American strength as Senator Henry M.
Jackson publicly advocated small defense cuts and a
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“prudent defense posture.” After the signing of SALT
I, our defense budget increased and the Nixon and
Ford administrations put through the strategic
weapons (the MX missile, B-1 bomber, cruise missiles,
Trident submarines, and more advanced warheads)
that even a decade later are the backbone ...

Etcetera, etcetera. | imagine that paragraph, at least, will
be read with consuming interest in Moscow.

This book is a dishonest account of a period in which
America’s internal politics were debauched (it was the
legal system, not the “liberals,” that did in Nixon) and its
foreign policy became synonymous with dictatorship and
aggression. Reading it really made me feel sick. There’s
a lot of talk these days, much of it flatulent, about
various ‘“hangovers” of the 1960s. There are a lot of
things about the 1960s that I don’t miss. But, to judge by
the reception accorded this volume, one thing we seem
to have lost is the ability to be shocked—morally
shocked—by politicians. There has been a dulling of the
nerve of outrage. This encourages Kissinger, in the
supreme arrogance with which he closes his book,
actually to pose the question of whether he was too good
for us. Get hold of Years of Upheaval.

It deserves, as we say in the trade, the widest possible
audience. In its pages, and in the parallel text which
Seymour Hersh is supplying, you can see the character
of the real totalitarians. The men who frame and
blackmail their domestic opponents and murder their
foreign ones. The men who believe that nuclear warfare
is justified and guerrilla warfare is not.
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(The Nation, June 5, 1982)
11

A favorite anodyne, and a plausible last resort for
dubious characters in tight corners, is the one that runs,
“Well, I think we should concentrate on issues rather
than personalities.” Usually, this defense is employed by
people who have spent entire careers projecting their
own, or somebody else’s, “personality” and who are
faced with the uneasy realization that the poor candidate
has become threadbare or been caught out. Skeptics and
freethinkers, sickened by overemphasis on image and
public relations, often fall for this baited line. But a
moment’s thought will show that personalities do matter,
in politics no less than in any other field. The German
elections of 1933 were the last occasion on which all
Germans were allowed a free vote. It would be hard to
maintain that the voting was not—well—a trifle
personalized. The victorious candidate was, to be sure,
the instrument of greater forces than the mere individual.
Nonetheless ...

All this ought to be obvious, but I’ve made the point in
its grossest form in order to draw attention to a
surprising fact. For several years, the foreign policy of
the United States was, by any definition, the unique and
individual province of Henry Kissinger. Probably never
before, and certainly never since, has a secretary of state
been so untrammeled in the exercise of office and power.

In The Price of Power, Seymour Hersh has written a
book which says in effect that the secretary was a moral
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and political catastrophe, interested principally in
pleasing one of the most sordid Presidents on record. Yet
the critic who complains that Hersh’s book is a personal
vendetta will

be the very same critic who says that Kissinger “brought
peace” in Vietnam or “made the opening” to China.
Those who claim belief in exceptional statesmen should
accept that such statesmen are responsible for the logical
and probable, not to say the intentional, consequences of
their actions. But with Henry the K and his defenders,
one encounters the same species of fawning credulity as
is apparent in a certain school of Churchill chroniclers.
When he was great, he was a titan. When he was a fool
or a knave, it was due to uncontrollable or unforeseeable
tides. We have Thomas Carlyle to thank for some of this,
but I suspect that good old power worship and
sycophancy still play their substantial part.

A classic example here is supplied by Norman
Podhoretz, editor of the unmissable Commentary.
Podhoretz spent some years decrying our hero as a man
who was naive about the Russians, gullible about the
Third World, and slippery when it came to Israel. Yet in
June 1982, in his landmark essay “Kissinger
Reconsidered,” he approached as nearly as he ever will
to humility. “One of the great works of our time,” he
said (twice) about Years of Upheaval, Kissinger’s second
volume of memoirs. “High intellectual distinction,”
“writing of the highest order”; one could go on—and
Norman did. No diplomacy ever ventured by the
shuttling Doctor was half so skillful as his diplomacy
with the press and with a certain coterie of scribes in
particular.
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Hersh has written his book in conscious opposition to the
hagiographic version, and is unapologetic about having
done so. When I watched him on “Nightline” in June
1983, being faced with a squad of inquisitors, some of
whom 1 knew to have been at Kissinger’s sixtieth
birthday party a few days before, I could scarcely fault
him for his abrasive derision. There are many well-
placed people who regard Kissinger as somehow
occupying a position above politics and who view an
attack upon him as profane or even unpatriotic. Even if
he were as great a man as they think he is, or as he thinks
he is, this would be an unwholesome state of affairs.

What does Hersh allege? He says that Kissinger was
personally involved in riveting dictatorship onto Greece
and Chile. He says that Kissinger was not just complicit
in the bugging and lawlessness of Watergate, but
actually an instigator of it. He says that Kissinger
indulged Nixon’s foulmouthed anti-Semitism and
drunken crisis management while sniggering

about the latter to more “polished” friends. He says that
Kissinger winked at the Pakistani near-genocide in
Bangladesh in order to win favor with Peking—and
thereby drove the Indian government to seek an alliance
with Moscow. He says that Kissinger prolonged the war
in Indochina, at some cost, to a point where only he and
his master could settle it and take the credit. He says (the
slightest of his charges but the one that has received the
most media attention) that Kissinger sold himself to two
masters in the 1968 election and was prepared to take the
lower bidder as long as it was the victorious candidate.
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The above allegations have this to be said for them: they
are all true. They will survive, and in most cases have
survived, any amount of checking and corroboration. So
will some others that I can think of but that Hersh has no
room for, such as Kissinger’s direct collusion in the
dismemberment of Cyprus in 1974. Even his admirers at
Commentary allow that he was conned, during the SALT
talks, into thinking that the Soviets were more anxious
for a deal than they really were. Which error led him to
the madness of the MIRV, and thus to a superpower pact
that was cynical without being effective—the worst of
both worlds. No doubt Kissinger thought, as many such
men before him have thought, that ruthless men would
understand one another. That is a near-infallible sign of a
naive person.

Kissinger’s defenders, I notice, tend to scorn vulgar
detail. The history books, they are fond of saying, will
vindicate him as the man who brought disengagement
from Vietnam, contact with China, and understanding
with the Soviet Union. Their argument, with its
suggestive reliance on the all-forgiving “long view,” is
not as null as it can be made to look. Kissinger was
associated continually with policies that resemble that
triad. “Well, Mr. President,” he told Nixon on October
12, 1972, “it looks like we’ve got three out of
three”—signifying China, SALT, and peace in Vietnam.

Yet the two men had only the simulacra of these
achievements. And if one had called for any of them in
1968—the year in which, to coin a phrase, Henry “took
off>—one would have had no deadlier antagonist than
Kissinger himself. His magic, and, to an extent, that of

219



Richard Nixon, is to be able to say that certain things are
wrong unless they do them, and to make sure that such
things are undoable by anyone else. The Hersh

passages on the Vietnam peace talks in 1968 are an
excellent case in point, if rather horrid to reflect upon.
He shows that Kissinger urged Thieu of South Vietnam
to hang tight for a Dbetter deal from the
Republicans—thus consummating a power play of
Henry’s own and making him indispensable to the
incoming Administration. And Hersh shows how
Kissinger in office was ready to dump Thieu, and even
ready to contemplate killing him, when he continued to
stand awkwardly in the way of the White House plan to
evacuate Vietnam on cosmetic terms. The intervening
months and years cost—well, you know what they cost.

Norman Podhoretz says that Kissinger has “a judicious
respect for even the least powerful of nations and the
sensitivity of an anthropologist to the distinctive features
and beauties of even the least imposing of cultures.” He
also says that Kissinger’s “easy willingness to tell stories
at his own expense is the surest mark of a supreme self-
confidence.” Now, on the first point we know that
Kissinger described Bangladesh as an “international
basket case” a few months after it achieved an
appallingly hard-won independence that he had tried to
abort. We know that he told the ambassador of Cyprus to
Washington that his president, Archbishop Makarios,
was “too big a man for so small an island”—and this just
before a fascist coup against Makarios of which
Kissinger had direct foreknowledge. We know that he
said of Chile that its people were too irresponsible to be
allowed to choose their own president, and we know
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(with even more detail supplied by Hersh) what he did to
Chile when it flouted his wishes. We know that he
endorsed Nixon’s plan to bomb the Palestinians in their
Jordanian havens in September 1970, a decision that, as
Hersh shows, was only averted by the timely
disobedience of Melvin Laird. These fastidious attitudes
toward “the least imposing of cultures” would be enough
for most men.

As for his “easy willingness to tell stories at his own
expense,” I may convict myself of lacking humor when I
say that I can’t see it. I have read, in his memoirs, the
frequent references to a faux pas on his own
part—usually at some baroque occasion in Saudi Arabia
or Eastern Europe. But such stories are designed to
suggest a pleasing lack of formality on the part of the
teller. Self-critical, Kissinger is not. Whenever anything
goes wrong, and plenty of things did toward the end of
his term, he blames it on the “tragedy” of

Watergate, which left the United States fatally disabled
in leadership. This, coming from Kissinger, is an
unusually feeble excuse. He was not tripped up, in his
selfless international jet-setting, by the hubris and
nemesis of Richard Nixon. He was caught in the same
web of intrigue and deceit that he and his chosen boss
had helped to spin. For him to claim Watergate as
something exogenous, a deus ex machina that spoiled his
diplomacy, is in other words a vulgar three-card trick. A
man who compares himself freely to Archimedes,
looking for a spot from which to move the world, should
not always say, when things go awry, that it is somebody
else’s fault.
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Hersh, though, does tell a story at Kissinger’s expense,
but I doubt that the Doctor will find it all that amusing.
In September 1970, at about the time when he was
urging that the Sixth Fleet be used to plaster the
Palestinians (and just imagine how much nearer that
would have brought a peace agreement), Kissinger
charged into the office of H. R. Haldeman. He bore with
him a folder of the now-traditional aerial-reconnaissance
photographs which depicted various structures on the
island of Cuba. “It’s a Cuban seaport, Haldeman, and
these pictures show the Cubans are building soccer
fields... . These soccer fields could mean war, Bob.”
Haldeman inquired for more details of the Doctor’s signs
and portents. “Cubans play baseball. Russians play
soccer.” From this meeting, Kissinger cranked up the
United States to a condition approaching full alert, until
even Nixon realized that it was a false alarm.
Unrepentant in his memoirs, Kissinger himself says that
“in my eyes this stamped it indelibly as a Russian base,
since as an old soccer fen I knew Cubans played no
soccer.” They do, of course, very enthusiastically. The
World Cup is a big event in Cuba, and any visitor can
testify to the popularity of the game. I'm retelling the
story at such length because it illustrates several things
about Kissinger that often escape comment. First, his
singular faith in his own judgment, and his peremptory
way with subordinates. Second, his love of crisis and
drama—one might almost say his need for these things.
Third, his ingratiating pseudodemotic style (“as an old
soccer fan,” forsooth). Finally, his ignorance. Cuba, it
seems, joins that roster of less imposing cultures, a
nearby country of which he knows nothing.
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One may need silver bullets to fell a reputation like
Kissinger’s. Hersh’s

book is not, ’'m bound to say, written in an outstanding
silvery fashion. But its dense and difficult pages do
contain the material for a revision of the most inflated
career of our day. People like Kissinger behave as if they
have a franchise on the world. The least (and, alas,
usually the most) one can do is examine their
qualifications for ownership. This, Hersh has done. I'm
driven to the reviewer’s clich¢ of simple
recommendation If you don’t take my word for it, get
and read the book.

One returns, after closing it, to the matter of personality.
Kissinger posed as a man of detachment and
impartiality, but he was always committed to the
sustenance, and dependent on the patronage, of Richard
Nixon. He affected a lofty and long-run view of affairs
but dabbled ceaselessly in short-term backstairs
pettiness. He scorned the “tender-minded” critics of his
designs and praised toughness, but he failed in all his
jousts with people tougher than himself. The vengeance
he exacted on weaker opponents, at home and abroad, is
a matter of record and, thanks to Hersh, of well-
documented record. Is there anybody who will say,
carefully and specifically, that they know of a country or
a good cause that is better off for Kissinger’s attentions?

(Inquiry, September 1983)

III
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The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that
Henry Kissinger’s most signal achievement is to have
got everyone to call him “Doctor.” There are literally
millions of Ph.D.’s and second-rate academics in the
United States, but he is the only one below the rank of
professor to have managed to pull off this trick. And to
pull it off, furthermore, without getting himself called
“Doctor Death” all over the place—a nickname which
would suit him much more than it does the good
physician Owen.

There are three Mr. Kissingers. The first we know
through Seymour Hersh and William Shawcross, and
through the testimony of his former aides. This man is a
power worshipper and a sycophant. He bugs his friends’
telephones; he arranges for governments to fall and for
“difficult”

politicians to disappear. You can find his spoor in
Bangladesh, in Chile, in Cambodia, in Vietnam, and in
the slimy trail leading to the corridors of the Watergate
building. This man is good at being somewhere else
when things go wrong and very good at taking credit for
things like “the opening to China,” which would have
occurred years previously were it not for the opposition
of people like Nixon and himself.

The second Mr. Kissinger is a feature of the chat show
and the rubber-chicken speaking circuit. For vast fees, he
will send a vicarious thrill through an audience of
Rotarians and their wives. I have seen the act a few times
now, and it was on about the third occasion that I noticed
the penchant for other people’s nervous laughter that is
his stock-in-trade. He understands the pornographic
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appeal of power, secrecy, and the control over life and
death. He is very good at hinting at his familiarity with
these things.

The third Mr. Kissinger, and, I’'m very much afraid, the
one under review, is the aforesaid second-rate academic.
This Mr. Kissinger is the old hand at the think tank; the
after-dinner guest at the mediocre foreign-affairs circle;
the pundit of the opinion page and the member of the
commission of inquiry. In Observations: Selected
Speeches and Essays, 1982—-1984, we encounter
intoxicating topics like “A New Approach to Arms
Control” and “Issues Before the Atlantic Alliance.”
Solemnity, turgidity, and bureaucratese are the norms.
Triteness is all. Cop this, for example, from the essay
“Mr. Shultz Goes to China” (January 1983):

To the Chinese, Americans often appear unstable and
slightly frivolous. To Americans, the Chinese
occasionally present themselves as either inscrutable
or uncommunicative.

You don’t say. The urge to write “swell” in the margin
of this book came over me at least three times in every
chapter. It came over me, for instance, in the opening
paragraph of “The Crisis in the Gulf” (1982):

The governments of the Gulf face a fourfold threat:
Shiite radicalism, Moslem fundamentalism, Iranian
revolutionary agitation, Soviet imperialism.

That sentence is as well thought out as it is grammatical.

The first three “folds™ are actually triple invocations of

225



the same fold, the fourth is standard issue rhetoric, and
there is no mention of the oil price, the presence of large
Palestinian diaspora populations, the American weapons
industry, or the pressure for political and social
modernization. But then, logical encapsulation is not Mr.
Kissinger’s strong suit. In “A Plan to Reshape NATO”
(1984), we encounter the following apercu:

Too many seek to position themselves somewhere
between the superpowers—the first step toward
psychological neutralism. Thus Europe’s
schizophrenia: a fear that the United States might not
be prepared to risk its own population on a nuclear
defense of Europe, coupled with the anxiety that
America might drag Europe into an unwanted conflict
by clumsy handling of Third World issues or East-
West relations.

There are more than syntactical problems with that
passage. First, many countries actually are “somewhere
between the superpowers”—a position the discomfort of
which Kissinger has no means of understanding. Second,
having identified America as being in two minds (which
it is), he awards the condition of “schizophrenia” to—the
Europeans! Whence cometh this man’s reputation for
ruthless clarity?

Occasional nuggets of interest protrude from the sludge
of cliché¢ and self-regard. We learn that Mr. Kissinger
approaches South Africa from the perspective of “a well-
disposed outsider.” We discover that he thinks that the
Suez invasion was okay, and Eisenhower and Dulles
were wrong in opposing it. We are favored with the
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information that the Soviet Union is behind the upheaval
in Central America. These nasty revelations are barely
enough to keep one going, however, through prose like
this peroration, unloaded on an audience of bankers in
Washington in 1984:

All great achievements were a vision before they were
a reality. There are many in this room better qualified
to fill in the many blanks for an overall design.

My major point is that the world needs new
arrangements. A burst of creativity is needed to
eliminate our dangers and fulfil our promise.

Swell. I hated every minute it took to read this book, but
I think it may have been worthwhile. On pages 93-110
of the American edition, there appears an interview that
Mr. Kissinger gave to the editors of The Economist in
1982. 1t is called “After Lebanon: A Conversation.” The
questions are unbelievably tough. He is asked, for
instance, “Do you see still, after recent events, an
opportunity for progress in the Middle East?” After that,
the questioning gets perceptibly easier. The recorded
interjections are of a toadying, collusive kind that make a
Reagan press conference seem like hardball. So I think I
have worked out what it is that allows the Kissinger
reputation to survive. He has lied to Congress, he has
betrayed his colleagues, and he has seen all his famous
“mediation” efforts come to naught. But when it comes
to the press, his diplomacy is unrivaled. Flatter the
hacks, and you need never dine alone.

(Literary Review, September 1985)
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FALSE START

THE ACCEPTED categories of British politics show a
stubborn resistance to redefinition. For the most part we
continue to judge actions by reputations instead of
reputations by actions. Thus, the prime minister is
repeatedly and tiresomely identified as “a monetarist,”
despite the profligacy of her Treasury. Thus, the leader
of the Opposition is lazily identified as a socialist,
despite his evident distaste for anything more than mild
dirigisme laced with insularity. Most oddly of all, the
Social Democratic Party, which is consecrated to the
preservation of British politics and institutions in

their postwar centrist pattern, is believed to be bent on
“breaking the mold.”

In this Lilliputian world, which is chiefly written about
by correspondents and practitioners who have every
interest in keeping the clichés alive, it is only
exceptionally that a genuine political book is written or,
indeed, read. There was a time when social democrats
freely quoted Edward Bernstein and even Anthony
Crosland, while more traditional socialists would riposte
with R. H. Tawney, G. D. H. Cole, and (when they
dared) Karl Marx himself. The Conservatives, who
usually feel less need of ideological reinforcement, had
Hayek or Oakeshott and, since the collapse of Heath,
have made halfhearted gestures at their disinterment.
Generally, though, empiricism was good enough for our
grandfathers and might be expected to outlive
intellectual fads in our own time.
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The need for the programmatic book is still felt most
keenly on the left of center. This may be why, at first
glance, two books by William Rodgers (The Politics of
Change) and Michael Meacher (Socialism with a Human
Face: The Political Economy of Britain in the 1980s)
exhibit so many superficial resemblances. Both have
portentous titles. Both are designed to plug present-day
gaps in the political front. Both give the impression of
having been written on the intercity trains to their
authors’ respective northern constituencies. Both bear
the heavy impress of a mentor (Gaitskell for Rodgers
and Benn for Meacher). Both are written with a practiced
eye for sudden shifts in public opinion.

Of the two men, I should unhesitatingly nominate
Rodgers as the more successful in this respect. He has
really learned how to get away with things; and that
learning is his main—one might as well say his
sole—political skill. Imagine the grave nodding among
the lobby correspondents as he intones the following in
his introduction:

But how many Labour politicians regularly include in
a public speech a ringing declaration of faith in a
mixed economy? How many argue the role of profits
in the private sector? The conventional wisdom
inhibits. Some matters are better not talked about—or
mentioned only in whispers. Similarly, it is strange
that Conservative Ministers

should feel uncomfortable about discussions with the
TUC when a third of all trade unionists lately voted
Conservative and the TUC is a major influence on
industry and the economy. It is strange that the
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CBI—representing most of British industry, including
the public sector—should not have easy and informal
relations with most Labour Members of Parliament.

Here we have the familiar, something-for-everyone
paragraph that has come to typify the prose style of the
Social Democrats. It reminds one of nothing so much as
the old Wilson-Heath duet, when exhortations to “both
sides of industry” were the staple. Yet Rodgers
apparently regards it as an act of supreme political
courage and iconoclasm to echo these hackneyed
sentiments.

Note also the question-begging. Either the TUC is a
force for torpor and waste in the national economy (as
the SDP really maintains) or it is not. (The fact that
many trade unionists vote Conservative is neither here
nor there—nor is it “lately,” but a steady factor in the
last dozen or so general elections.) Of course it is a
“major influence on industry and the economy.” Rodgers
adores the obvious. But he prefers the safe ground of
calling for dialogue rather than taking a position on the
outcome. Fair enough—except that he is calling for a
party which will dispense with “fudging and mudging.”

Still, a kind of evenhandedness has served Rodgers well
in the past, and he guesses, probably correctly, that it is
this old ingredient of politics, rather than any fresh
departure, which commends the SDP to the voters of
today. He is thus extremely careful to avoid sharp
questions even when he has to raise them. For example,
he lays a little more stress than is modest on his twenty
years as an MP and minister. Most of those years were
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spent on defense and foreign policy. Indeed, it was his
disagreement with Labour’s revived tendency to
unilateralism that in large measure caused his defection.
Yet the book contains practically nothing on nuclear
weapons as a defense policy, and less than nothing on
foreign affairs. Hidden away in a banal rumination on
the trials of ministerial and civil existence, we find the
following:

What became known as the Chevaline programme for
the improvement of Polaris missiles (eventually
costing the taxpayer £1,000 million) was not
explained to the House of Commons until (in a
Statement on 24 January 1981) it had been completed.
The Defence White Paper of 1975 had said of Polaris,
“We shall maintain its effectiveness.” Subsequently,
as Minister of State for Defence, I was instructed to
say that the Government was ‘“up-dating” Polaris,
although not going in for “a new generation” of
nuclear weapons. There was no question, for example,
of “MIRV-ing.” It is impossible to believe that those
towards whom secrecy was justified, in particular the
Soviet Union, failed to put two-and-two together or
would have been wiser had the costs of the
programme been revealed. A Member of Parliament
with normal access to Washington defence gossip
could also have made a shrewd guess at what was
happening. Why, then, was Parliament not told?

Is he asking us or telling us? He’s certainly not
recommending anything. What he reveals, evidently
without intention, is his own familiarity with coterie
politics and his habituation to what he would no doubt
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call, with his gift of phrase, the corridors of power.
These, evidently, are where he intends to roam, come
what may. | rate this book as the least amusing of the
many SDP volumes—Iess weighty even than David
Owen’s and much less hilarious than Shirley Williams’s.
In terms of pith, it ranks with Jaroslav HaSek’s famous
manifesto “The Party of Moderate Progress Within
Bounds of the Law.”

Michael Meacher has tasted office but not power and
feels that the loss is ours as much as his. He writes with
infinitely more energy and conviction than Rodgers, and
his nerve of outrage has not been hopelessly dulled, as
has that of his rival. On the very first page appears the
telltale “agonized reappraisal,” and this tone is
maintained fairly steadily throughout. What one gets, in
return for persistent and sometimes trudging reading, is a
thoughtful and useful book.

Where William Rodgers spends a few self-regarding
pages on the

difference between being a ‘“social democrat” and a
“democratic socialist,” Meacher spends much of his time
arguing for a personal but defensible definition of what
socialism is in the first place. The ingredients are on first
reading rather short of a surprise: planning, harnessed to
protectionism, in order to maximize employment, aim
for equality, and reduce dependence on overseas
exploitation. These are standard Bennite themes; all one
can add is that the section on planning in this book is
very detailed and involves many tiers of “planning
agreement” and economic-sector analysis. “Useful for
the specialist” might be the best judgment here. But the
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chief interest of the book, and I suspect its chief
motivation, is the argument about political democracy
and individual liberty.

Meacher is perfectly well aware that most people are not
socialists because most people are suspicious of, or
hostile to, the extent of bureaucracy, conformity, and
mediocrity that socialism seems to necessitate. He takes
this point on the chin and nearly floors himself in the
process. A whole chapter, very dense and passionate, is
given over to the question “Does a Socialist Society
Already Exist?” Meacher prints a little chart which
“rates” five putative socialist regimes under seven
socialist headings. The Soviet Union passes only one
test, which oddly enough is “real full employment.”
Yugoslavia comes out as “political democracy with
individual freedom.” Despite these absurdities, and the
sophomoric way in which they are laid out, it does
emerge gradually that Meacher’s ideal was the Dubcek
experiment in reformist socialism. This is a humane and
reasonable conclusion, if rather an unexciting one. At
any rate, the chapter shows more grappling with hard
issues than anything in The Politics of Change. Behind
Meacher’s eagerly flashing Fabian spectacles, a brain
and a conscience are striving to engage.

Socialism with a Human Face suffers, however, from
being poorly written. The following passage is not
untypical:

After all, in the last analysis, what is life for? Man,

even capitalist man, cannot live by material things
alone. Yet at present he is severely starved of moral or
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spiritual values by the sheer unbalanced weight of
materialistic propaganda grossly distorting the value
system of society in the economic interests of the
capitalist Establishment. Both the religious side of
man and the secular construct of the welfare state,
each of them motivated by aspirations which
transcend the self, have been downplayed by the
selfish forces of materialism, and a counterrevolution
is urgently needed if Western man is to rise above the
distortion of his present unidimensional mould.

We can see what he means here (the Marcusian echo
makes me feel ten years younger), but only because the
ideas expressed are so trite.

Britain’s politicians may be Lilliputian, but the problems
they face are Brobdingnagian. Probably the greatest is
the issue of democracy itself. Meacher, at least has the
sense of the overweening power of the state and the
permanent bureaucracy. His chapters on this topic,
which are well researched and presented, are better than
the callow use of the phrase “capitalist Establishment”
might suggest. He has some persuasive evidence that the
Treasury and its political allies have used IMF power
and pressures on sterling purely to win internal battles
and preserve a sort of state within the state. This, not
reselection of MPs, is the real threat to the oft-invoked
sovereignty of Parliament.

Some of Britain’s problems are too large for either
Rodgers or Meacher to face. The relationship with its
Irish neighbors is ignored. The arms race is merely
touched upon. British readers who are black or brown
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will not find that they worried either distinguished MP
very much. But at least Socialism with a Human Face
can be criticized for failing at various points. The
Politics of Change should be criticized for not trying at
all.

(The Times Literary Supplement, June 25, 1982)
EARACHE

DIANA MCLELLAN is precisely the sort of British
journalist I left London to get away from. The Fleet
Street gossip column is a hideous invention, at once
bullying and sycophantic. Under the pretense of daring
exposure and rapier wit lurks a horrid conformism and a
lust for easy targets. As for the style necessitated by this
kind of journalism, it is typically arch, gushing, and
repetitive. Unfunny euphemisms (“confirmed bachelor”
for homosexual) are thought of as subversive coinage.
The mighty and the famous occasionally use such
columns to take revenge on their friends by means of
leaks. But for the most part the scandal page is a banal
conveyor belt for received ideas, old gags, and witch
hunts against the deviant. The really bad gossip writers
aren’t even reactionary—just boring. McLellan is a
soupy blend of both.

What on earth, one is moved to inquire, does The
Washington Post want with one of these exhibits? The
paper has cut down the appearances of “Ear” to four a
week, as if to say that it doesn’t really endorse this shop-
soiled survivor of the defunct Washington Star, but the
comparative rarity of the column’s appearance only
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makes it look worse. Perhaps Ben Bradlee thinks that
McLellan has that elusive Brit cachet? But, no, that can’t
be right.

Here is a ripe sample from FEar on Washington: A
Chrestomathy of Scandal, Rumor, and Gossip Among the
Capital’s Elite—what some have called a wickedly
mischievous love-it-or-hate-it-you-must-read-it
anthology:

“I see you wear a hearing aid too, senator.”

“Oh, well, yes. But it’s not because I'm hard of
hearing, just helps filter out background noise in the
hearing rooms.”

“Oh, really? What kind is it?”

“Let’s see. Exactly 4:30.”

I wish I had a dollar for every year that has elapsed since
I first heard that joke. McLellan attributes it to Senator
Charles Percy, which is odd since, for a gossip
columnist, she uses blind attributions (“one aide”) more
than most—almost as often as she employs the word
“darling.”

That habit by itself gives the lie to her claim to
fearlessness, (In truth, I have seldom met a gossip
columnist who wasn’t a coward.) You can search
through this entire collection of cultured pearls without
finding a single real gem, a single item that would
embarrass anybody rich, famous, or powerful. The only
tales that are even faintly waspish concern members of
the Carter hick entourage, now safely removed from pelf
and power. On their own, these are no funnier than the
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labored gags about ham-fisted servants that used to
appear in Punch. (As I had feared, the antique story
about gauche dinner guests drinking from their
fingerbowls appears here more than once.)

Then there’s the pseudoknowing style of writing. Give
ear to this:

It is very poor form in Washington to use your host’s
bed for any purpose other than storing outer clothing.
Even a rather hip D.C. crowd was enraged on going to
the bedroom of one chic political journalist to retrieve
their coats. They found them buried beneath an
amorous New York journalist and his then current
belle.

Everything is wrong with that paragraph. The first
sentence tells you what the last sentence (I refuse to call
it a punch line) is going to be. “Rather hip,” “chic,”
“amorous,” and “belle” are not naughty or clever; they
are tired affectations. And what’s the point of the tale if
McLellan doesn’t identify the New York journalist? (/
know, but The Nation is for family reading, not sleazy
revelations.)

On almost every page there is either a breathtaking “so
what” story or a whiskered and recycled curio. The line
about the man who gets his lab sample back with a note
warning that his horse may have diabetes cracked many
a grin during the Depression. It’s hardly any better when
it’s (allegedly) quoting Walter Mondale on Billy Carter’s
beer.
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Diana McLellan is a sort of sad omnivore. All jokes are
funny, all gossip

is “scandal,” anything involving people she’s heard of is
a revelation about the private lives of the stratospheric.
But she has no sorting process. The only “scoop” she
ever got—the bugging of Blair House—turned out to be
a turkey. She lacks the most basic attribute of a gossip
writer—a posture of antagonism. Here she is,
revealingly, on the denizens of her Washington beat:

The great show rolls on. The players make us mad,
they make us laugh, they make us cheer and cringe
and blow razzberries and pay taxes.

They’ve got an awful lot of guts.
I salute them.

She does what? Here we are in the Washington of
Ronnie and Nancy, with crass vulgarity and foolishness
abounding on every side, and The Washington Post has a
gossip column that is, by its own admission, perfectly
innocuous! Alexander Pope described this kind of
courtier coverage very well:

Willing to wound and yet afraid to strike
Just hint a fault, and hesitate dislike.
Alike reserved to blame, or to commend,
A timorous foe, and a suspicious friend.

McLellan, with a style and a column that grow more

ingratiating and desperate every week, is certainly not
going to risk offending the supply-side high society. Her

238



reputation, then, is the only really mysterious thing about
her.

(The Nation, September 11, 1982)
SOMETHING FOR EVERYBODY

SOMETHING TERRIBLE seems to happen to David
Cornwell (alias John le Carré) every time he leaves
England or, to be generous, every time he leaves
northern or eastern Europe. Give him a drizzle-sodden
English prep school, a gentleman’s club in London, a
high table at Oxford, a windswept beach or a dripping
forest “somewhere in Germany,” and he can make a
show of things. What he must curb is his yearning for the
exotic East, or for anything that doesn’t fit the prescribed
European categories of the freezing Cold War. The
Honourable Schoolboy, which relied so much on Hong
Kong, was a failure partially mitigated by some doses of
colonial British ambience. With The Little Drummer
Girl, John le Carré has finally found the point where he
is quite definitely out of his depth.

If this novel were a film (and it reads like the result of a
script conference with a greedy agent), it would be the
sort of movie that one views only on airplanes. The
characters are all either clichéd or impossible, the
scenery banal, and the moral dilemmas bogus. There are
egregious errors of fact and continuity, and the effort to
sustain tension sags into such longueurs that it would
have any discerning customer tearing off his earphones
and—which I’ve always thought the airlines bank
on—calling hoarsely for an expensive drink.
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Despite its excessive length, the book is alarmingly easy
to summarize in point of plot. The Israeli secret service
badly desires the death of a certain Palestinian guerrilla.
They feel they need two things in order to encompass
this objective. The first, of course, is a girl, who must be
simultaneously gullible and plausible—both of these to a
degree which tries the imagination. The second is the
cooperation of various intelligence officers in other
countries—principally Britain and West Germany. It
goes without

saying that neither the girl nor the other agents should
ever know precisely what it is they are being asked to do,
but that they should do it anyway. Only the glacially
intelligent men from Mossad, plus of course Mr. le Carré
himself, are ever privy to what is going on. And
sometimes even they, especially Mr. le Carré, seem
uncertain as well.

The Little Drummer Girl has been inexplicably praised
by some reviewers, and no more explicably decried by
others, for its sympathetic presentation of the
Palestinians. In practice, le Carré deals in stereotypes
which, when they are not boring, manage to be insulting
to both sides in the Palestine conflict. Thus, Israelis are
shirt-sleeved and grizzled, their occasional doubts
dissolved with wry humor and ruthless, lethal dedication.
The Palestinians are chaotic, colorful, sexually
exuberant, but liable to turn rancidly nasty at any
moment. Since this is 1983, it is of course understood
that they both share a tender feeling for their mutual,
twice-promised homeland. Le Carré has adapted various
speeches and pamphlets into unimpressive dialogue,
with persons babbling on at great length uninterrupted,
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in order to show that he has read both sides and is
“evenhanded.” But when he strays far beyond the
cuttings library, he is lost. He has one of his Palestinian
protagonists traveling from Beirut to Istanbul and over
the land border to Greece. He does it all (before he is
daringly kidnapped by the relentlessly vigilant, etcetera,
etcetera) on a Cypriot diplomatic passport. Turkey is the
only government in the world that does not recognize the
Republic of Cyprus. A Cypriot passport (most of all a
diplomatic one) is a means of getting unwelcome
attention in Turkey. Then le Carré has the Mossad team
receive a telex message from the Israeli Embassy in
Athens. There have not been, since 1948, full diplomatic
relations between Israel and Greece. Both of the above
examples are extant controversies in the region. They are
not trifling by any standard, and certainly not in the case
of an author much touted for his mastery of detail.

The slipshod approach to politics and ideas in this book
is not at all offset by its characterization. “Suspension of
disbelief” may be a necessary faculty in a theatergoer,
but modern fiction is supposed to carry a certain
conviction to its readers and consumers. In the central
person of Charlie, the young British actress conscripted
by the Israelis to act as bait for their

target (he uses the analogy of goat and tiger as if he had
thought of it himself), le Carré has invented a figure who
is simply and literally incredible. Everything about her is
implausible at best; she has no real identity or
motivation, and it therefore makes no sense for the
Israelis (who can command both qualities with ease) to
employ her. She is expected to play the part of widow to
a man she never met, and we are expected to believe that
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this man’s family or friends never really knew him. Le
Carré here is impartially insulting the intelligence of the
Israelis and the Palestinians, as well as that of his
readers. Huge swaths of narrative are taken up with
Charlie’s  internal  monologues and  hysterical
conversations:

She put her knuckles in her mouth and discovered she
was weeping. He came and sat beside her on the bed,
and she waited for him to put his arm around her or
offer more wise arguments or simply take her, which
was what she would have liked best, but he did
nothing of the kind. He was content to let her mourn,
until gradually she had the illusion that he had
somehow caught her up, and they were mourning
together. More than any words could have done, his
silence seemed to mitigate what they had to do. For an
age, they stayed that way, side by side, till she allowed
her choking to give way to a deep, exhausted sigh. But
he still did not move—not towards her, not away from
her.

“Jose,” she whispered hopelessly taking his hand once
more. “Who the hell are you? What do you feel inside all
those barbed wire entanglements?”

This is rubbish. Not only is it written at the level of pulp
romance fiction, but it clearly disqualifies the girl for the
role in which “Jose” (her pet name for the Mossad agent
Joseph) is supposed to be molding her. (Another silly
slip occurs at about this point. Charlie, who has earlier
shown herself as a deft spouter of modish anti-Zionist
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propaganda, says that she has never heard of Deir
Yassin.)

Perhaps half-aware of his cardboard or contradictory
characters, and even of his extreme unfamiliarity with
the region or the issues, le Carré

spends some time trying to set out the symbols and
totems of the conflict. Here again, cliché lies in wait for
him. The Israelis pay visits to the Holocaust museum at
Yad Vashem in order to strengthen their resolve. The
Arabs get a bow in their direction with a description of
what must be the hideous Kiryat Arba settlement in
Hebron. A punch line is made out of the unsurprising
fact that a Palestinian woman has a biochemistry degree
from an American university. Something, in fact, for
everybody. I was especially pleased to find, on page 328,
the oldest and stalest line of all: the one that appears in
the first story of every journalist on his first trip to the
region—the one that reads, “from crackling loudspeakers
wailed the muezzin, summoning the faithful to prayer.”

At only one point does le Carré catch and sustain any
really intriguing or vivid dialogue or insight. The
meeting between the Mossad and the British secret
service is very well done indeed and reminds one of how
he got his reputation. The Brits are instinctive anti-
Semites who have learned to “respect” Israeli cunning,
and the Israelis are tough guys who expect nothing better
from the Gentiles who once hunted them under the
Mandate. But this is home ground for our author, and he
obviously felt safer on it.
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Finally, I’'m moved to protest at le Carré’s creation of
Professor Minkel, the bumbling Israeli academic who
protests at the maltreatment of Arabs and is, by what le
Carré no doubt considers an irony, made into a pawn of
the Mossad. The whole is a poorly crafted caricature of
Professor Israel Shahak, a man whose ceaseless work for
human rights should not be cheapened in this way. Le
Carré has used him lazily as the basis for an
unconvincing figure, and then got bored and thrown him
away. That, in effect, is what he has done here with the
whole drama and struggle of the Middle East.

(Literary Review, July 1983)
SAME, ONLY MORE SO

AGAINST STUPIDITY, as we know, the gods themselves
labor in vain. The study of history is replete with idiocy;
not the idiocy of the simple-minded but the elaborate
crassness of those who set out to deceive themselves.
Santayana remarked somewhere that fanaticism
consisted in redoubling your efforts when you had
forgotten your aims, and the examples of Custer, Haig
(Sir Douglas), and George III are known to every
schoolboy. It’s no coincidence that most of the famous
citations of foolishness are military. Not only does war
give immense latitude to the stupid and the blinkered, it
also passes verdicts in rather a swift and summary
manner.

Barbara Tuchman’s book The March of Folly considers
epic folly from the standpoint of a contented liberal.
Having reviewed the question, Why were the Trojans so
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gullible about that horse? Ms. Tuchman surveys three
other self-destructive episodes. She writes about the
Renaissance secession; about the British and their
brilliant provocation of pro-independence feeling among
the American colonists; about the United States and its
heroic attachment to illusions about Vietnam. These
three evidently deserve their place in any anthology of
the higher loopiness.

Ms. Tuchman writes in rather a lofty manner, as if what
she had to say was laughably obvious. Sometimes,
indeed, it is. “Folly’s appearance is independent of era or
locality; it is timeless and universal, although the habits
and beliefs of a particular time and place determine the
form it takes.” Well, yes, I think we can all agree about
that. In less tautologous form, she instructs us that,
“Shorn of his tremendous curled peruke, high heels and
ermine, the Sun King was a man subject to misjudgment,
error and impulse—Ilike you and me.” No argument there
either, though it would be equally true to say that His
Majesty was fiasco-prone even when not

shorn of his tremendous curled peruke and other
garnishings. Ms. Tuchman is the doyenne of the middle-
brow American talk circuit, and some of her archness
and triteness in this role has been allowed to infect her
prose.

The recurring failure of ruling classes to act in their own
apparent best interests is, from a Marxist point of view, a
worthwhile conundrum. Marx himself was very
intrigued by the role of accident and by the blinding
effects of ideology, and E. H. Carr in What Is History?
made use of Montesquieu’s famous dictum, “If a
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particular cause, like the accidental result of a battle, has
ruined a state, there was a general cause which made the
downfall of this state ensue from a single battle.”

As often as not, the crisis of a system is provoked by
something which only a few people consider significant
at the time. The Trojan case is too imbricated with divine
interference to make a good paradigm, and you can’t
have Christianity without schism, so Ms. Tuchman’s
first two examples are a little unsatisfying. But she can
show without difficulty that the British Crown was
willfully deaf on the question of taxation in the Americas
and could probably have dissuaded Washington and his
confreres from a step which, until the very last, they
were most reluctant to take. She can “prove” that one
American President after another allowed himself to be
deceived about the state of affairs in Vietnam, on several
occasions, for instance, insisting that pessimistic reports
be redrafted for purposes of unity and consolation.

The explanation employed by American pop
psychologists in such cases is that of “cognitive
dissonance.” Ms. Tuchman writes of this diagnosis with
some respect. Cognitive dissonance is the ability (she
terms it the tendency) “to suppress, gloss over, water
down or ‘waffle’ issues which would produce conflict or
‘psychological pain’ within an organization.” “An
unconscious alteration in the estimate of probabilities”
is, in the jargon, the result. The average person, realizing
the capacity for self-sustaining illusion in his or her daily
life, may begin to sympathize with rulers who practice
the same trickery on themselves. Only human, after all,
“like you and me.” That is just what is wrong with the
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theory, and with much of Ms. Tuchman’s narrative.
American presidents and other mighty figures are often
rather toughminded. They never seem to develop the
illusion that they can abolish poverty and privilege, nor
do they fall prey to fantasies

about universal justice. They are perfectly well aware of
the self-interest of their backers and themselves. It is
precisely by acting upon it that they create disaster and
ruin. This could be because their interest does not reflect
the general interest—a possibility that Ms. Tuchman,
with all her fondness for paradox, never canvasses.

America went into Vietnam with its eyes relatively open,
and with the intention of supplanting a French colonial
empire. As it happened, the Indochinese people had
outgrown foreign rule by 1954 at the latest, and Vietnam
was where—and how—the United States found this out.
Here we see Montesquieu’s relation between an
accidental and a general cause, rather than Ms.
Tuchman’s speculative stuff about presidents trying to
look good in front of their advisers. She’s not wrong
about the political shenanigans involved (in fact she
summarizes them very well), but she sees an irony in
American  conduct where none exists. Her
conclusion—the very acme of spurious
evenhandedness—is: “Perhaps the greatest folly was
Hanoi’s—to fight so steadfastly for thirty years for a
cause that became a brutal tyranny when it was won.”
This is too fatuous for words. Either Hanoi communism
is brutal and tyrannical or it is not, and, if it is, then it did
not “become” so in 1975. And how are the Vietnamese
supposed to have duped themselves into resisting an
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alien partition and occupation? This is not even good
journalism, let alone good history.

Ms. Tuchman’s book belongs several shelves below her
earlier work on General Stilwell in China, and many
shelves below Isaac Deutscher’s [lronies of History. I'm
impelled, finally, to one ad hominem reflection. If ever
there was an example of a nation creating a disaster for
itself, and screening out the discordant voices within, it
is Israel under the new leadership of the Revisionist
movement. Watching it is like viewing a film of which
one has already seen the end. In the United States, where
historians and moralists commingle as opinion makers,
this matter is debated almost daily. Among the loudest
voices which damn all criticism of Israeli policy as made
in bad faith is—but endings are the prerogative of
historians with hindsight.

(New Statesman, July 20, 1984)
BETTER OFF WITHOUT

CONTRARY TO ALL interpretations, from liberal to
Stalinist, Karl Marx did not believe that religion was the
opium of the people. What he did say, in his Critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, was this:

Religious distress is at the same time the expression of
real distress and the protest against real distress.
Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the
heart of the heartless world, just as it is the spirit of a
spiritless situation. It is the opium of the people. The
demand to give up the illusions about its conditions is
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the demand to give up a condition that needs illusions.
Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers from the
chain, not so that men will wear the chain without any
fantasy or consolation, but so that they will break the
chain and cull the living flower.

This makes it plain even on the most cursory reading that
Marx had a serious understanding of religious belief. He
was anticlerical and, especially in his writings on the
civil war in France, he denounced the cynical way in
which the ruling order deceived its subjects by means of
a Christianity in which it did not itself believe. But,
unlike many of his radical contemporaries, he did not
hold that religion could be legislated away. Nor did he
believe that mere advances in social or economic
emancipation would make the supernatural redundant.

Michael Harrington’s excellent study of this question,
The Politics at God’s Funeral, confirms the wisdom of
the authentic =~ Marxist approach, against the
vulgarizations of those who have succeeded him. Left to
themselves, most thinking people have opted for a view
that is in effect agnostic.

Once the Church loses its monopoly and becomes just
another competitor in the battle of ideas, it loses
everything else that makes for the domination of faith.
Science has easily undone the creationists (who have
been only a joke in this generation), but it has also
demolished the assumptions about man’s place in the
universe that are necessary to sustain religion. Even
those who still describe themselves as believers are
living with doubts and compromises that would have
been seen as unthinkably heretical only a few decades
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ago. Real, old-fashioned visceral faith is now found only
in those countries where it is persecuted.

Still, as G. K. Chesterton once put it, when people cease
to believe in God, they do not believe in nothing—but
rather believe in anything. It’s not easy to regard
agnosticism or atheism as naturally coextensive with
progress when one surveys the wasteland of capitalist
materialism, the sinister credulity of “cult” members, or
the hysterical adulation heaped on mortal leaders in parts
of the communist world. Chesterton was an
unscrupulous Roman Catholic apologist, but he had a
point. Michael Harrington, who has honestly lost his
faith—but is, I’'m sorry to say, still nostalgic for
it—wants to lay God decently to rest in order that we
may mourn him properly and then see where we stand.
As he puts it:

A strident, anti-clerical atheism is as dated and
irrelevant as the intransigent anti-modernism of Pope
Pius IX. Even more to the point, atheist and agnostic
humanists should be as appalled by de facto atheism
in late capitalist society as should people of religious
faith. It is a thoughtless, normless, selfish, hedonistic
individualism.

I believe that I am right in identifying this as a statement
of belief on Harrington’s part. He has not lost his
reverence for the religious life (recall his writings on
Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker), and he wants to
preserve Christian values in a secular movement of
community. This makes it the more interesting that, in
one of his few mistakes, he confuses Hegel’s term
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Aufhebung. He renders it, in his appendix on Kant, as
meaning “the culmination, the completion.”

In fact, Aufhebung means, and was used by Hegel and
Marx to mean, the

transcendence of an idea or a system of ideas. In order to
retain Christian values (whatever they may be) while
rejecting religious authority or the religious explanation
of reality, one must reject Christianity itself. Socialism
may be, as Harrington would like to argue, the
“culmination” of those values as well as of the
Enlightenment. But it has to start by understanding
religion, as Marx did, the better to vanquish it.

Nor can one so easily say, as Harrington does, that the
old anticlerical battles are quite over. Whenever Western
reactionaries are in a tight comer, they proclaim to be
defending “Christian civilization.” The child martyrs of
the Iranian army, drafted before their teens, are told by
their mullahs that an Iraqi bullet will send them to
Paradise. The Polish workers were enjoined by their
spiritual leaders to spend their spare time on their knees.
What sort of advice was that?

The list runs on—anybody who has seen an Israeli
election knows that the mere mention of the holy places
of Hebron or Jerusalem is enough to still the doubters
and divide the dissidents. And everybody knows that the
“Christian Democratic” parties of Europe have a reserve
strength of religious iconography they deploy when they
think nobody is looking. We are not as far out of the
medieval woods as some suppose.
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Harrington’s book, nonetheless, is lucid enough to
supply the material for its own criticism. He begins with
an exposition of Kant, Hegel, and the French
philosophes. He shows that all attempts to marry new
discovery and new thought with existing religion only
drove the two further apart. He stresses the way in which
philosophers before Marx considered themselves a
privileged group and thought that skepticism was
permissible in their own cases but dangerous and
subversive if allowed to permeate the people. He rightly
compares Marx to Prometheus. But Prometheus could
not assume that the gods were necessarily benign.

This is difficult terrain. There are, obviously, millions of
people who cannot bear the idea that the heavens are
empty, that God is dead, and that we are alone. There are
also secular radicals who feel a bit queasy at the idea.
And there are people who do not believe that God is
dead because they never believed that he was alive in the
first place. Most irritating of all, there are still people on
the left who say feebly that, “after all, there

are so many ‘progressive’ church people. Look at the
Maryknolls or Archbishop Romero.” This is usually said
by those who are not themselves religious but who feel
that religion is good enough for other people—usually
other people in the Third World. It is just as trite and
unoriginal as the view that the shameful papal concordat
with fascism “proves” the reactionary character of
Catholicism.

Harrington is actually very adroit in his discussion of the

religious and mystical element in modern tyranny. He
shows that the Nazis, though they made opportunistic
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use of the conservative churches, were also hostile to
Christianity and sought to replace it with bogus pagan
rituals. While the Stalinists, publicly committed to
atheism, called upon old traditions of Russian orthodoxy
as well as the “God-seekers” and “God-builders” whom
Lenin had almost driven out of the Bolshevik Party.
Lunacharsky, Gorki, and others who tried to synthesize
Marxism with Christianity cannot have intended that
their ideas would become a synthesis of orthodoxy and
Stalinism  symbolized by the gruesome Lenin
mausoleum. Still less can they have intended that the
mausoleum would help legitimize the exorbitant and
grandiose cult of Stalin himself. Harrington does not say
so0, but the Stalin cult was less of a blasphemy on Eastern
Christianity than it was on Bolshevik materialism,
however vulgar. Why else would the Soviet regime still
take such care to maintain a tame Orthodox Church with
its very own archbishop? What we have to face as an
enemy is not any particular religion but the slavish,
credulous mentality upon which all religious and
superstitious movements feed.

After publishing The Future of Illusion, Freud began to
doubt that its optimistic predictions would be vindicated.
He hoped that people would gradually, as it were, “grow
out” of the need for faith and subjection. The appalling
mixture of modernism in technology and antiquity in
superstition—which drove Freud from Vienna and which
might be the ideal definition of totalitarianism—made
him wonder if he might not have been too sanguine.

Wilhelm Reich, Freud’s disciple (about whom
Harrington is easily dismissive), argued that the Left did
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not know how to speak to people except in arid, bread-
and-butter terms. His work on repression and mass
psychology was designed to undercut the Nazi appeal
and to dilute the materialism of Marxism. It collapsed
into eccentricity and foolishness, but it was an important
try. It anticipated much of the radical spirituality

of our own time. It also recalled missionary Christianity,
which often maintained that, by codifying and ritualizing
primitive magic, it civilized paganism and witchcraft. A
fair claim, but one that reminds us that man made God in
his own image and not the other way around.

Can man, unassisted by God, make himself in a new
image? Harrington believes it can be done and that “men
and women of faith and anti-faith should, in the secular
realm at least, stop fighting one another and begin to
work together to introduce moral dimensions into
economic and social debate and decision.”

As the conclusion to a fairly rigorous book, that strikes
me as a very insipid one. It could have been part of some
bland ecumenical exhortation or some trendy encyclical.
Neither believers nor unbelievers need to give up
anything if they want to join the battle for socialism. But,
if the religious promise is good or true, then there is no
absolute need for socialism, and therefore the believer
must always be joining in spite of his or her beliefs. That
the two schools should “stop fighting” is, fortunately,
impossible. If it were possible, it would not be desirable.

In a country like the United States, where religion and

religiosity are everywhere and where elements on left
and right claim divine authority, atheists and humanists

254



need to be more assertive rather than less. I’'m thinking
here of the prevalence of pathetic oxymorons like
“Liberty Baptist” or “Liberation Theology.”

In his masterly book The Class Struggle in the Ancient
Greek World, G. M. de Ste. Croix shows that there is no
evidence that Christianity ever improved the lot or the
morals of any people—and a great deal of evidence the
other way. Its holy texts are the warrant for slavery,
genocide, monarchy, and patriarchy, and, even more
important, for servility and acquiescence in the face of
those things. The apologetic “modern Christian” who
argues faintly that of course the Bible isn’t meant to be
taken literally is saying that it isn’t the word of God. He
is, thereby, revising his faith out of existence. If the
religious have so few real convictions left, why are
socialists supposed to defer to their insights? Michael
Harrington has ably summarized the evidence for the
death of God. He should now start to “transcend” his
grief for the departed.

(In These Times, November 16-22, 1983)
FROM HERE TO DEMOCRACY

WHEN HENRY Adams wrote his fictional satire on
Washington life in 1880, he entitled it Democracy. It
pleased him, perfect snob that he was, to associate the
world of shenanigans and mediocrity with a political
idea for which he felt disdain. He issued the book
anonymously, hoping that the vulgar public would make
the wrong guess about its authorship, and hoping
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particularly that they would attribute it to his friend John
Hay.

If Joan Didion had published her Democracy
anonymously (a remote contingency, in view of the fact
that she inserts herself as a character in its early stages)
and had invited us to guess at its provenance, how would
one proceed? Take, for example, the opening of chapter
12:

See it this way.

See the sun rise that Wednesday morning in 1975 the
way Jack Lovett saw it.

From the operations room at the Honolulu airport.

The warm rain down on the runways.

The smell of jet fuel.

Obviously, the writer of this is a student with some, but
not many, course credits in Hemingway. Perhaps
majoring in The Sun Also Rises. But wait. What about
this section, toward the close of part 27

Which was when Adlai said maybe she heard she
could score there.

Which was when Inez slapped Adlai.

Which was when Harry said keep your hands off my
son.

But Dad, Adlai kept saying in the silence that
followed. But Dad. Mom.

Aloha oe.

Here, surely, we can trace the undigested influence of
Kurt Vonnegut? But these purely textual interrogations
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are inadequate, in themselves, to the task of inference.
What does the book, taken as a whole, reveal about its
author? We may intuit that the author is nervous, edgy,
alive to the nuances of menace even in the most banal
situation. We can detect, and acknowledge, a sort of
thwarted perfectionism—a concern with getting an
atmosphere right and a nagging anxiety that this
ambition has not been quite fulfilled (““Aerialists know
that to look down is to fall. Writers know it too”). This
writer must be introspective, even self-doubting. The
cuticles, perhaps, a little gnawed.

There are clues, too, in the references to parts of the
West Coast and to midtown Manhattan. Why, for
instance, do Harry and Inez identify themselves as
living, not on Central Park, but at 135 Central Park
West? That fine building actually houses Mick Jagger,
Carly Simon, Whitney Ellsworth, and the splendid and
gracious hostess Jean Stein, at one of whose soirees I
once met, briefly, a tense and frail woman wearing dark
glasses. She had recently published an account of what it
felt like to be very insecure indeed about being an
American in El Salvador. Yes, I think I would have
guessed that the author of Democracy was Joan Didion.

Her novel (Democracy is handily subtitled “A Novel”)
has thirty chapters and is unevenly divided into three
parts. There are two trinities in the action also. One is a
triangle of the time-honored kind, between the heroine
Inez Christian, her conceited husband Harry
Victor—who thinks he 1is good enough to be
President—and her lover, the sinister, hard-boiled Jack
Lovett, who broods on the decline of the West and does
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his poor best to arrest it. The second triangle is one of
location: Democracy is set in Hawaii, in Saigon (though
we never actually go there except in reported speech),
and in the bi-coastal world of American movers and
brokers. The context is of a family crisis—hard to
summarize but involving murder and a runaway

daughter—which is uneasily synchronized with the

2 [13

collapse of America’s “commitment” to Vietnam.

The staccato organization and the style of the novel
make it both easy and difficult to read. One is reminded
of the rapid crosscutting that Hollywood, a Didion haunt,
has imposed on modern narrative. Effort must be
expended in turning back pages for brief and testing
refresher courses. But the effort is often worthwhile. If
you valued Ms. Didion as herself in The White Album,
you will like Inez Christian’s internalized reflections,
and if you recall her essay “In the Islands” from that
collection, you will have a rough map by which to read
Democracy.

Hawaii, least typical of all American states, offers an
angular perspective. It refracts, into mainland American
life, happenings from the Pacific and Indochina. Pearl
Harbor is there. James Jones chose Schofield, Hawaii (a
place-name which sums up the combination of the exotic
and the quotidian), as the setting of From Here to
Eternity. Jones had his Robert E. Lee Prewitt, the
exemplary “grunt,” and Ms. Didion has her Jack Lovett.
Lovett is the best evoked of her characters, and we’ve all
met him somewhere:
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All nations, to Jack Lovett, were “actors,” specifically
“state actors” (non-state actors were the real wild
cards here, but in Jack Lovett’s extensive experience
the average non-state actor was less interested in laser
mirrors than in M-16s, AK-47s, FN-FALS, the
everyday implements of short-view power, and when
the inductive leap to the long view was made it would
probably be straight to weapons-grade uranium), and
he viewed such actors abstractly, as friendly or
unfriendly, committed or uncommitted; as assemblies
of armaments on a large board. Asia was ten thousand
tanks here, three hundred Phantoms there. The heart of
Africa was an enrichment facility.

This is a deft portrayal, showing (correctly) how noisy
the “quiet” American can often be. It also, at its close,
has a (presumably) intentional echo of Conrad. Ms.
Didion tells us in “In the Islands” that she came to
maturity holding before herself the example of, among
others, Axel Heyst in Victory. Her recent work has been
preoccupied with the

question of why, in this American century, the world is
so inhospitable to Americans. Even when, as in her
Salvador, she overdramatizes this, she still recognizes
and conveys it in a way that few of her contemporaries
can. There are, she seems quakingly to suggest, certain
latitudes and sweltering interiors where Mr. Kurtz, or his
American analogue, should just not venture. This is a
daunting thought, and one which is utterly antithetical to
the prevailing temper of raucous bullishness in the
United States. But those body bags which Didion saw
coming into Honolulu airport in the early 1970s are with
her still—and are present in these pages. As a result,
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there are no more winners in Democracy than there were
in Victory.

The brittle, febrile style of the novel may be intended to
match its message, if “message” is not too assertive a
word. The tone, if so, is subtly wrong for the purpose.
Preferable is the way in which Didion boldly records the
robust American speech of Lovett and of the worldly
fixer Billy Dillion, a friend of the family (“A major
operator, your brother-in-law. I said, Dick, get your ass
over to Anderson, the last I heard the Strategic Air
Command still had a route to Honolulu™).

In the background, which advances and recedes, are
Pacific nuclear tests, real-estate criminals, political
opportunists of every stripe, and endangered American
innocents who force the weary professionals to clean up
after them. In a perhaps unconscious concession to the
time, Ms. Didion makes all her liberals into platitudinous
poltroons. It’s not absolutely clear whether she thinks,
with some part of herself, that Americans are too good
for this harsh, ungrateful world or too ill equipped for it.
Inez, for example, finally moves to Asia and “ceases to
claim the American exemption.” Her junkie daughter is
preferred, by her maker, to her pompously radical
brother. These loo